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CULTIVATING RESILIENCE IN THE FACE OF ‘NOT ENOUGH’: 
EXPLORING SHAME AND SHAME-COPING IN U.S. COLLEGE SPORT 
ROBERT DIEHL 
Boston University Wheelock College of Education & Human Development, 2020 




 When self-worth and belonging in sport is based on the win column, the 
scoreboard, or the judges’ table, athletes may inevitably face ‘not enough,’ shame-
inducing experiences in their sport (Coakley, 2016; Lazarus, 2000; Ryall, 2019).  Shame 
is a destructive psycho-socio-cultural experience of psychological isolation that can lead 
to performance deficits and even withdrawal from sport (Elison & Partridge, 2012; 
Hofseth et al., 2015).  An already vulnerable population to shame-proneness (DeFreese & 
Smith, 2013; Miller & Hoffman, 2009), research needs to better understand how US 
college student-athletes respond to shame in ways that promote their efficacy and well-
being.  Given no study has explored shame resilience in college student-athletes, this 
study aims to be the first (to this author’s knowledge) to explore shame resilience for 
college student-athletes.   
 Through a parallel-databases, convergent mixed-methods design (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2017), quantitative data was collected (online survey) and analyzed 
(descriptive, Pearson correlation, regression analyses) from 40 college student-athlete 
participants, and qualitative data was collected (semi-structured interviews) and analyzed 
(thematic analysis, Braun, Clarke, & Weate, 2016) from 15 college student-athlete 
	  
	   ix 
participants.  Despite limitations of generalizability and transferability by methodological 
design, sample size, and sample demographics, synthesis of the quantitative arm and 
qualitative arm of this study revealed the following convergent findings: (1) sport-based 
shame may negatively impact sport competence and experience, (2) the internalization of 
the performance ethic (i.e., worth based on outcome success) may lead to sport-based 
shame, and (3) self-compassion may represent an intrapersonal shame-coping strategy for 
sport-based shame.  In addition, one qualitative-dominant divergent finding revealed that 
interpersonal support (empathic accuracy, situational feedback, and task/mastery team 
climates) might lead to intrapersonal shame resilience for college student-athletes.  Study 
findings hope to generate not only scholarly significance through expanding the empirical 
base on shame resilience in sport, but also practical significance inspiring future 
development of sport-based shame resilience interventions to enhance optimal experience 
and well-being in US college sport participants. 
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OPENING INVITATION 
Love takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live 
within. 
– James Baldwin 
 
 
 Aligned with Brown’s (2006) shame resilience manifesto developed within the 
field of social work, I invite you, the reader, to embrace a compassionate and empathetic 
stance to the participants, researchers, and hopeful beneficiaries of this study.  As argued 
by Brown (2007), shame cannot exist in the presence of empathy or compassion – the 
desire to move towards and understand the suffering of others.  In contrast, we are 
cautioned to not enact our own shame reactions to the lived experience of this study’s 
participants – to blame, deny, or disconnect.  As we read about athletes, coaches, family 
members, and spectators as they attempt to cope with and respond to shame in their sport 
experience, we must also acknowledge we are all susceptible to this potentially 
devastating emotional state.  Given our shared socio-cultural context with relentless 
influx of damaging messages claiming we are “not ___ enough,” as the author, I hope to 
keep a critical eye to how we view members of this study and take care of ourselves to 
reclaim and secure our sense of worthiness. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
Sport inevitably recapitulates society. 
– Dr. Harry Edwards 
 
I’m a failure.  I’m a reject.  I’m weak.  I don’t belong.  I’m exposed. 
I’m not enough. 
 These thoughts represent the psycho-social-cultural experience of shame (Brown, 
2006) – a devastating feeling of “psychological isolation” (Miller & Stiver, 1997, p. 72) 
that can enter any context of our lives.  For participants in the context of sport, 
particularly Western sport, shame may be inescapable (Partridge & Elison, 2010).  
Within sport, shame has been defined as an athlete’s failure to live up to one’s ego-ideal, 
or one’s ideal athletic identity (Lazarus, 2000).  The experience of shame in sport may be 
represented as the psychosocial shift from “I competed at my best but still lost” to “I’m 
never good enough.”   From a socially constructed stance of people’s lived experience, 
shame has been defined as “an intensely painful feeling or experience of believing we are 
flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and belonging” (Brown, 2006, p. 45).  How 
we structure and experience worthiness in sport seems intimately connected to potential 
shame experiences for sport participants. 
 Ultimately, where do athletes get their sense of worthiness and value in sport?  
And what can athletes do when that worthiness is somehow stripped away and feels 
elusive in a moment of shame – this “less than” suffering in their sport?  How can we 




Lived Experience of Shame in Sport 
 What might shame in sport look and feel like?  To better situate this study on 
resilience to shame in sport, let us try to understand the lived experience of an identified 
vulnerable population within sport (Beauchemin, 2014) – college student-athletes.  (The 
following lived experience of Eli is created from a composite of  cases to assure 
confidentiality). 
 Eli is a 19-year-old sophomore majoring in Exercise Physiology while competing 
on the American football team at a private Division I level university in the Northeast.  
Coming originally from California, Eli is the first person in his family to go to college 
and earned a full scholarship to pay for his tuition.  Even though Eli described his first-
year in college as “confusing and overwhelming” given the challenges of assimilation to 
this regional community and higher education setting, he managed to have “a successful 
season” in his eyes.  In addition to the near chronic fatigue he feels each day at the on-set 
of his sophomore football campaign due to twenty hours per week of training and 
practice, additional individual and team meetings, extensive traveling, class attendance, 
and school work, Eli has begun to feel anxious each day coming to practice after his 
coach let him know “this year, we need more from you – you aren’t the player I thought 
we recruited in high school.”  Though he is close with one other teammate who was part 
of his recruiting class, Eli feels disconnected from the other more vocal players who, 
according to Eli, “see me as a threat to their playing time.”  In fact, the older teammates 
simply ignore him in the locker room and during road trips.  Eli begins to feel more and 




high school years. 
 As the season begins, Eli commits to working harder on the field and in the 
weight room, but no matter how many extra hours of practice he puts in, he still feels a 
gnawing fear during the start of each practice and each warm-up prior to a game that any 
mistake will get him pulled from a game, and he would prove his coach right – I am no 
longer that player.  As he pours his daily efforts into measuring up in his sport, Eli no 
longer has the energy or time to keep up in his classes.  His academic advisor sets up a 
meeting with his coach and Eli courageously explains how much “pressure” he feels with 
his fear to perform well.  Though his coach and advisor show initial concern, to Eli, they 
just continue to harp on his expectations to play – both on the field and off.  Eli lowers 
his head and slumps in his chair.  Eli’s coach keeps him in his office after his advisor 
leaves the room and shares, “if you can’t cut it here, you don’t have to be here.”  
Dejected, Eli goes back to his dorm room and lies down, staring at the ceiling.  Part of 
him wants to call his family back in California, but another part of him does not want let 
them down – “they have enough to worry about back home,” Eli decides and turns off his 
phone.  He does not leave his room until practice the next day. 
 Eli’s mind becomes consumed with thoughts of having to go home if he “can’t cut 
it” as the season progresses, leading to a constant struggle to concentrate on and off the 
field, lack of sleep, and isolation from his team.  Even when he is with the team at 
practices and games, Eli feels alone with his internal struggles.  He hears demoralizing 
messages from teammates and coaches when he does not “live up to the hype,” such as 




their hands up in the air in frustration on the sideline when he makes a mistake.  Eli is 
tempted to fight back when he hears these words from teammates or sees the gestures of 
disappointment and disapproval from his coach, but knows from team rules that might be 
“the one thing they need to kick me out of here.”  Instead, Eli withdraws and turns 
internal – he feels lost and alone.  He begins to blame himself and question his ability – 
maybe I was never that player after all?  The pain of not playing, of being away from his 
family, of letting them down becomes all-consuming.  Eli stops practicing on his own – 
running routes with his teammate – how he initially fell in love with his sport.  He starts 
to leave mandatory workouts early and hesitates during practices in moments that felt 
“automatic” at the start of the season.  The one teammate that he is closest with starts to 
avoid Eli – seeing him as a “toxic” presence on the team.  Alone, rejected, and without 
one of his greatest sources of pride and connection, Eli feels a loss of self and both 
terrifying and deflating questions begin to linger for the first time in his life.  Do I quit?  
What about school?  Who am I without my sport?  Shame has become a pervasive 
dictator of Eli’s internal and external life. 
Eli is Not Alone: Significance of the Problem 
 Eli is not alone.  In fact, as aligned with our opening invitation, one could clearly 
argue that with further examination and understanding, Eli’s family, coaches, teammates, 
and advisors are all protecting themselves from their own shame-inducing experiences in 
the context of Division I college sport.  Given the overemphasis on outcome and the 
scoreboard, they might be armoring up against shame by shifting the perceived failure of 




acknowledging the omnipresent yet taboo qualities of shame in general, followed by its 
possible origins and empirically supported consequences in the world of sport. 
Shame: A “Silent Epidemic” 
 Supported by empirical reviews (e.g., Scheff & Mateo, 2016) and as summarized 
by Brown (2007), shame is a “silent epidemic” that has been systematically under studied 
across fields of study, including sport (Partridge & Elison, 2010; Ryall, 2019).  In 
accordance with Brown’s (2006) landmark research interviewing women and men of 
diverse cultural backgrounds ranging in age from 18 to 75 years of age, themes emerged 
confirming we have been socialized to remain silent and avoid talking about shame since 
by definition, shame disconnects us from others and from our sense of humanity.  
Recognized by some scholars as the “master emotion of everyday life” (Scheff, 2003; p. 
244), shame divides people according to those who belong in society and those who do 
not.  Given the isolating feature of shame, people tend to internalize shame experiences 
as evidence of some inherent moral or character flaw, yet shame like any emotion is 
always constructed within a sociopolitical and cultural context (Brown, 2006; 2007).  
What might be the sociopolitical and cultural messages that generate shame experiences 
in US sport? 
Critical Awareness of Shame: The Great Sport Myth (GSM) and Performance Ethic 
 Why study sport in the first place?  Isn’t sport inherently good and pure – the 
perfect setting for character development and moral virtue?  Critical sport sociologists 




argue the contrary.  Organized sport in the United States is created and enacted within the 
sociopolitical, economic, and cultural conditions of the Western world (Coakley, 2016a).  
As the myth of meritocracy constructed in the current neoliberal economic structure 
continues to fuel a pernicious American Dream that justifies sociocultural stratification in 
the US, so does the Great Sport Myth (GSM; Coakley, 2015) in Western athletics lead to 
the denigration and division of its participants and consumers.  As shown in Figure 1, 
three fundamental beliefs form the GSM, which leads to a dearth of critical analysis of 
US sport. 
Figure 1.  The Great Sport Myth (GSM; Coakley, 2015). 
 
 Important to the potential origins of shame in sport, US organized athletics is 
structured in promotion of a performance ethic under the guise of the GSM (Coakley, 




the quality of the sport experience can be measured in terms of improved skills and 
competitive success” (Coakley, 2016a; p. 86), has led to the sociocultural notion in US 
sport that winning and outcome success indicates inherent worth and even moral 
goodness.  Strikingly, due to the asocial nature of the GSM, participants and consumers 
of US sport may disregard the sociopolitical and economic factors that influence 
performance success, such as the privatization and commercialization of youth sport 
beginning in the 1980’s, which has further perpetuated those already in power (i.e., 
predominantly White, Western European American, upper-middle-class persons) 
(Coakley, 2016b).  In fact, researchers have demonstrated that social capital in sport, 
defined by higher household income, higher parental education, attendance to a sporting 
event, and access to a physical education teacher, is a significant predictor of 
participation in youth sport over time (Vella, Cliff, & Okely, 2014).  Since shame-
inducing events are constructed from the sociocultural learning of how we ‘should be’ 
(Brown, 2006; 2007), the performance ethic in US sport proposes the following trap for 
its participants and consumers: who you are ‘is enough’ if you beat the player across 
from you, succeed on the scoreboard, the judges’ table, or in the win column.  This 
performance ethic defines worthiness for players, coaches, administrators, family 
members, spectators, and consumers.  
 In addition to the performance ethic placing systemic expectations on the personal 
value and ego-ideals of US athletes, coaches, and other participants, the GSM further 
fosters potential shame experiences based on the sociocultural norms of Western sport 




gender ideology, endorses and celebrates hypermasculinity and heteronormativity in 
sport, leading to overconformity to interpersonal aggression and rejection of perceived 
vulnerability (Chu, Porche, & Tolman, 2005).  Therefore, young athletes who may 
identify as cisgender men or not and participate in male-designated organized sport are at 
risk of shame-inducing events if they do not fit within this gendered value system.  We 
can think of Eli’s teammates and coaches questioning his “mental toughness” and the 
shame-provoking internalization of this threat to his masculine athlete identity: “I’m 
weak.”  
 What may be so dangerous and destructive about the GSM is that it reinforces the 
invisibility and taboo nature of shame in athletics, since the GSM encourages a universal 
acceptance of US sport as inherently pure and good without any social critique.  
Moreover, those participants in US sport who pursue the performance ethic – this 
extreme desire to win – in ways that challenge the perceived purity of sport (e.g., blood 
doping in cycling) are publicly shamed and branded as morally corrupt and flawed 
individuals, rather than pawns within the sociopolitical confines of the Great Sport Myth 
(Coakley, 2015; 2016b).  Whether you do not ‘measure up’ to the GSM and performance 
ethic or you go to damaging extremes to ‘measure up,’ you may be rejected and 
dismissed through shame experiences in sport.  According to Brown’s (2006; 2007) 
Shame Resilience Theory (SRT), critical awareness of sociocultural expectations that 
lead to shame is an integral coping resource to bouncing back from shame.  In the spirit 
of shame resilience in sport as the central purpose of this study, it is imperative to view 





Conceptualizing Shame through Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Avenues 
 Brown’s (2006) definition of shame as “an intensely painful feeling or 
experience” is enacted through “believing” (a) “we are flawed” and (b) “therefore 
unworthy of acceptance and belonging” (p. 45).  As visually depicted in Figure 2 below, 
Brown’s (2006) two-part shame-triggering belief state can be constructed through both 
intrapersonal (i.e., psychological) and interpersonal (i.e., sociocultural) avenues, as 
supported by various shame scholars, including leading researchers of self-conscious 
emotions, Tangney and Dearing (2002). 
Figure 2.  Conceptualization of Shame (Brown, 2006; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). 
 
 Based on attribution theory (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Weiner, 
1986), Tangney and Dearing (2002) have concluded that the affective experience of 




self (i.e., “I am a total failure”).  To further understand the role of intrapersonal 
attributions, Tangney and Dearing (2002) argue that guilt is a distinctly different self-
conscious emotion than shame since it is governed by internal, specific, and somewhat 
unstable evaluations (i.e., “I let down my team this past weekend because I slept through 
my alarm and missed the game completely”).  Interestingly, individuals who tend to hold 
entity (i.e., core traits are fixed) versus incrementalist (i.e., core traits are malleable) self-
evaluations are more likely to experience shame given their propensity for negative, 
global self-attributions (Dweck, Hong, & Chiu, 1993; Dweck & Leggett, 1998).   
 While Tangney and Dearing (2002) help describe the pernicious intrapersonal 
relationship with one’s self that can lead to shame experiences in sport, Brown’s (2006) 
definition developed through a grounded theory approach and relational-cultural theory 
(RCT; Miller & Stiver, 1997) help us better understand the interpersonal avenues that 
elicit shame responses.  While the psychological component of shame according to 
Brown’s (2006) definition may be based on negative, global intrapersonal attributions (“I 
am flawed and not worthy of acceptance of belonging”) in accordance with Tangney and 
Dearing (2002), the sociocultural (i.e., interpersonal) origins of shame can be linked to 
messages received within one’s social ecology (“according to others, I am flawed and not 
worthy of acceptance and belonging from them”), including those values connected with 
performance ethic behind the veil of the GSM in US organized sport.  By combining the 
definitions and frames from past research, the conceptualization of shame as shown in 
Figure 2 will serve as a core frame of this central phenomenon to help position the 




Potential Determinants and Consequences of Shame in Sport 
Team Climate and Ill-Being in Sport 
 To begin to frame the potential consequences of shame experiences in sport, Adie 
and Bartholomew’s (2013) Integrated Model of Motivational Processes, Well- and Ill-
Being provides a starting point to understand the psychosocial determinants of health 
outcomes for sport participants, which helps hypothesize potential interpersonal factors 
connected with shame resilience for athletes (see Figure 3 below).   
Figure 3.  Integrated Model of Motivational Processes, Well- and Ill-Being (Adie & 
Bartholomew, 2013). 
 
According to Adie and Bartholomew (2013), flourishing and sustained participation in 
sport is influenced by how athletes view the coach-created climate (i.e., social factors), 




competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2002), the type of achievement goals pursued 
(e.g., Duda, 2001; 2005), and indicators of well-being or ill-being.  Further, eudemonic 
well-being, or the degree to which an athlete may realize their full potential (Ryan & 
Deci, 2001) is a lasting understanding of well-being, and as argued by Adie and 
Bartholomew (2013), requires an adaptive athletic environment that fosters both the three 
psychological needs and rewards effort and the pursuit of self-improvement towards 
specific tasks or skills (i.e., task-involving) versus a climate that rewards outcome 
success and being the best (i.e., ego-involving).  Given the pervasive nature of the 
performance ethic in US sport, ego-involving motivational climates created by coaches, 
administrators, and parents may seem inherently good and pure, yet these environments 
are ripe with shame-inducing moments for athletes.  Moreover, Fontana, Fry, and Cramer 
(2017) demonstrated that athletes’ perceptions of an ego-involving climate in their sport 
were significantly correlated with higher scores of shame-proneness.  When player value 
is synonymous with outcome performance and mistakes are not acceptable (i.e., ‘others 
think I’m flawed,’ figure 2), ‘who I am is not enough’ shame experiences are inevitable. 
 Coaches who operate within the GSM and oppressive performance ethic may 
create ego-involving climates (i.e., interpersonal factor) that lead to abusive behaviors 
and dire consequences for athletes.  Dramatically, Gervis, Rhind, and Luzar’s (2016) 
study examining responses to vignettes of emotional abuse in sport from 107 youth 
athletes and 101 youth coaches revealed that while participants recognized the negative 
impact of emotional abuse on well-being, they also identified this behavior as more 




success.  At the US college sport level, Yukhymenko-Lescroart, Brown, and Paskus 
(2015) demonstrated that student-athletes’ perceptions of their coaches’ ethical leadership 
style was significantly correlated with self-reported inclusivity in the team environment 
and satisfaction with college choice.  In particular, ethical leadership (i.e., “the 
demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and 
interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-
way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making,” Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 
2005, p. 120; i.e., autonomy-supportive) was positively associated with a caring team 
climate (i.e., relatedness) and contentment in college choice for nearly over 19,000 US 
college student-athletes.  Taken together, Gervis et al. (2016) and Yukhymenko-Lescroart 
et al. (2015) support Adie and Bartholomew’s (2013) framework and shed light on the 
importance of coach-created team climate towards athlete well-being.  Still, as stated in 
the opening invitation, we cannot fall prey to the shame trap of blaming coaches as the 
sole perpetrators of student-athlete ill-being. 
 In fact, coaches have been recognized as a vulnerable population within the 
context of Western sport with their own set of psychosocial needs and challenges (Giges, 
Petitpas, & Vernacchia, 2004).  Within a US sport culture of ‘never enough,’ the daily 
demands placed on youth and elite sport coaches have led to the following indicators of 
ill-being: physical and psychological stress (Fletcher & Scott, 2010), and emotional 
distress and mismanagement leading to potential burnout (Longshore & Sachs, 2015).  In 
addition, a recent cross-sectional study of well-being in elite sport coaches in the UK 




scores, including high levels of depression for 16% of the sample compared with 3.5% 
national adult prevalence, and high levels of anxiety for 27% of the sample compared 
with 6% national adult prevalence (Cropley, Mellalieu, Neil, Wadey, & Wagstaff, 2017).  
Further investigation of this sample found that 47% of UK elite sport coaches reported 
that coaching demands exceeded their ability to cope with such challenges, yet nearly 
80% of participants indicated difficulty in withdrawing from their role demands as 
coaches (Cropley et al., 2017).  Clearly, the socio-ecological context of Western sport has 
led to ill-being for both athletes and coaches and maladaptive team climates under the 
veil of a performance ethic that undercuts the psychosocial health of sport participants.  
Family Behavior and Ill-Being in Sport 
 Parents and family members, as the other caring adults in athletes’ sport 
experience, also may fall prey to the GSM and sociocultural pressure for outcome 
success.  In fact, through the development of the performance ethic in the early 1980’s, 
many parents in socioeconomic power (i.e., upper-middle class) have largely endorsed 
the privatization and commercialization of youth sport since it “enables them to judge 
their child’s progress and prove to themselves and others that they are ‘good parents’ 
because they have ‘created talented children’” (Coakley, 2016a, p. 86).  This achievement 
by proxy distortion in US sport fueled by the performance ethic can lead to coercive and 
abusive behavior of sport parents where shame is a primary motivator following a loss or 
mistake by a youth athlete (Tofler, Knapp, & Lardon, 2005).   
 Furthermore, achievement by proxy distortion in US organized sport helps to 




the spirit of ‘mentally tough’ athletes (Owusu-Sekyere & Gervis, 2014).  For instance, 
Smits, Jacobs, and Knoppers’ (2017) qualitative exploration of sense-making during 
training sessions for elite women gymnasts and their families demonstrated a code of 
silence and standardization of abusive coaching practices.  Ill-being seems to be a 
universal risk for athletes, coaches, and the families involved in Western sport.  Not 
measuring up according to the performance ethic has led to vicarious shame for youth 
sport parents leading to avoidance behaviors (Partridge & Wann, 2015).  Given the 
sociocultural expectation of US organized sport enacted within interpersonal contexts 
(i.e., coach-parent-teammate-athlete) that seems to breed intrapersonal shame experiences 
for all participants and potential ill-being, what are the long-term costs? 
Athlete Burnout 
 Harris and Watson’s (2014) developmental model of youth sport burnout (i.e., 
psychophysiological collapse caused by stress) provides an integral framework to 
understand the psychosocial determinants of young athlete participation within a US 
sport culture that continually faces the burden of the performance ethic.  Structural 
equation modeling of cross-sectional sample of 181 competitive youth swimmers 
revealed that older age and reduced sport accomplishment predicted burnout in youth 
sport athletes over time.  In addition, regardless of age, a stronger athletic identity (i.e., 
greater degree of identification with one’s athlete role in their life) and lack of control of 
their sport experience predicted burnout as well (Harris & Watson, 2014).  In accordance 
with Coakley’s (1992) original unidimensional identity model of athlete burnout, the 




shame prone factor) and the less needs satisfaction (i.e., autonomy) and accomplishment 
(winning in ego-involving climates) they experience in their sport, the more likely they 
are to suffer physical and psychological harm.  Lazarus’ (2000) definition of shame in 
sport as failure to live up to one’s ego-ideal seems fitting to the experience of young 
athletes developing in Western sport within a sociocultural context that emphasizes 
performance over developmental growth and well-being.   
 From a self-determination perspective (Deci & Ryan, 1985), various studies have 
confirmed that burnout symptoms are more likely when athletes report motivational 
climates that emphasize external demands to avoid shame (i.e., controlled extrinsic 
motivation) (e.g., Lonsdale & Hodge, 2009; Lonsdale, Hodge, & Rose, 2009).  In 
addition, many correlational studies of youth and elite sport athletes have shown that ego-
involving climates lead to higher burnout symptoms while task-involving sport 
environments protect against burnout symptoms and promote needs fulfillment (i.e., 
autonomy, competence, relatedness) for athletes (e.g., Harwood, Keegan, Smith, & 
Raine, 2015; Vitali, Bortoli, Bertinato, Robazza, & Schena, 2015).  Within ego-involved 
team climates that reflect the inherent value system of the performance ethic, burnout 
seems highly influenced by the following factors: higher sport success expectations from 
youth athletes and their parents have predicted higher levels of burnout (Sorkkila, 
Aunola, & Ryba, 2017).  Negatively perceived relationship quality with coaches may also 
promote higher rates of burnout symptoms in college-age athletes (Isoard-Gautheur, 
Trouilloud, Gustafsson, & Guillet-Descas, 2016).  Burnout levels are higher for high-




obsessive passion in their sport (Martin & Horn, 2013).  Evidently, the GSM is a 
falsehood.  Western sport in the grasp of the performance ethic can lead to 
psychophysiological ill-being and burnout based on sport participation being valued 
according to outcome success. 
Athlete Dropout 
 Unsurprisingly, longitudinal studies in elite sport have confirmed that higher 
levels of burnout earlier in one’s sport career lead to inevitable dropout from athletic 
engagement (Isoard-Gautheur, Guillet-Descas, & Gustafson, 2016).  Various correlates of 
youth sport attrition in Western countries are consistent with previous intra- and 
interpersonal factors influenced by the performance ethic: greater ego climate led to 
dropout while greater task climate and perceived competence, relatedness, and autonomy 
were protective of dropout (Balish, McLaren, Rainham, & Blanchard, 2014).  Amazingly, 
it has been reported that as high as 70% of youth sport athletes in the US will leave 
organized sport by the age of thirteen (National Alliance for Youth Sports, 2015).  
Though there are a multitude of socio-ecological variables that may influence athlete 
attrition, this staggering exodus of athletes may be indicative of the pervasive and 
damaging performance ethic that may continue to weigh heavy in outcome expectations 
as athletes continue into high school and college levels.   
 Remembering back to Eli, it is remarkable and commendable that he advanced his 
sport career to the elite college level, due to the psycho-socio-cultural challenges behind 
the veil of the GSM and performance ethic in Western sport.  And Eli is not alone.  His 




family members who suffer similar experiences within US organized sport.  Though a 
clear empirical connection between shame and dropout in sport has yet to be found, it can 
be argued that the feeling of psychological isolation in ‘not being enough’ has conceptual 
relation to sport sociologists’ critique of the GSM and the emotional and physical 
consequences of ill-being and burnout seem much more common in sport environments 
that emphasize this ethic of winning equals worth. 
Rationale for the Study of Shame Resilience in US College Student-Athletes 
Eli and many college student-athletes like him need our help.  Given its taboo nature, the 
presence of shame in US college sport may be largely under reported and greatly 
misunderstood.  As indicated by Partridge and Elison’s (2010) call for the field of sport 
psychology to investigate shame, this psycho-socio-cultural construct has been largely 
ignored in the study of college athletics and sport in general.  Even with this dearth in 
research, multiple investigations have shown that the fear of shame may be the most 
prominent dimension of fear of failure for athletes in sport (e.g., Conroy, Kaye, & Fifer, 
2007; Sagar & Stoeber, 2009).  Hence, at the core of competitive anxiety lies shame – the 
fear of ‘not being enough.’  In addition, past studies with college student-athletes have 
concluded that shame-proneness is more likely to lead to withdrawal from sport or 
psychological attacking of oneself (Elison & Partridge, 2012).  Therefore, within a US 
college sport context that is governed by the performance ethic belief that success equals 
self-worth and is fueled by economic conditions in promotion of that success, potential 
shame-inducing events might be the rule, not the exception.  Without the study of shame 




continue to suffer in silence. 
College Student-Athletes: A Population Vulnerable to Shame 
 Why study shame resilience with this population?  Eli and other student-athletes 
like him are already under daily challenges and burdens unique to the college athletic 
experience, which make them even more susceptible to shame-triggering events.  Given 
the extensive time demands and expectations regarding their sport involvement, college 
student-athletes face challenges related to building a robust sense of self-worth and social 
support on campus, leading to one’s identity being largely based on sport participation 
and greater risk for social isolation (DeFreese & Smith, 2013; Miller & Hoffman, 2009).  
As defined by Lazarus (2000) and further explored by Brown (2006), college student-
athletes’ ego-ideals may be based largely on their athletic prowess, leading to the fear of 
rejection or disconnection (i.e., fear of shame) from their teammates or coaches if they 
underperform.   
 In addition to this narrowing of self-worth and identity as well as risk for social 
isolation, reports of college student-athlete mental health have consistently indicated a 
susceptibility to ill-being.  Specifically, research has shown that nearly 33% of college 
student-athletes report symptoms of depression (Cox, 2015; Wolanin, Hong, Marks, 
Panchoo, & Gross, 2015) and 26% of this population has had a moderate to severe desire 
to seek mental health services across NCAA division levels (Moore, 2015, 2016).  Also, 
nearly 5% of college student-athletes contemplate suicide compared to 2% of their non-
athlete peers (Miller & Hoffman, 2009).  Behind the facade of the GSM, college sport is 




suffering.  Based on the performance ethic and multiple sociocultural norms in Western 
sport that promote physical and mental strength over personal well-being, it is no surprise 
that college student-athletes feel more comfortable seeking academic or athletic services 
(e.g., tutoring, athletic training) over mental health services (Moore, 2017).  Interestingly, 
Division I student-athletes have been shown to be significantly less comfortable in 
seeking mental health services compared with Division II and III student-athletes (Moore, 
2017).  Additionally, Division I student-athletes have reported higher levels of stress and 
other behavioral health concerns, including substance abuse, compared with non-student-
athletes (Sudano, Collins, & Miles, 2017).  One could suggest that Division I athletes on 
the whole may receive stronger messages based on the performance ethic given the 
contextual demand for competitive success leading to further negation of threats to 
psychological well-being (e.g., shame) for fear of ostracism in this ego-based 
environment.  Regardless, it is clear that college student-athletes’ psychosocial demands 
put them at greater risk for both potential shame-inducing events in their sport and 
concerns of ill-being. 
 Lastly, shame resilience for US college student-athletes may be particularly 
important given the developmental concerns in late adolescence and emerging adulthood.  
As originally posited by Arnett (1998), emerging adults (18-29) from industrialized 
countries like US college student-athletes are living in a developmental period shaped by 
identity exploration, feeling “in-between,” and being self-focused.  Due to these 
developmental concerns, shame-inducing events for college student-athletes may bring 




Grysman, 2017).  In fact, research with college students has found that chronic shame 
during this developmental period is positively related to mental health challenges (Bybee, 
Sullivan, Ziolonka, & Moes, 2009), personal distress (Wolf, Cohen, Panter, & Insko, 
2010), and substance abuse (Dearing, Stuewig, & Tangney, 2005).  With the 
sociocultural expectations (i.e., performance ethic) and self-evaluative developmental 
concerns of college student-athletes, combined with isolating psychosocial demands, it is 
imperative that shame resilience be studied and fostered within this vulnerable 
population.  
Shame Resilience when we are Alone 
 Though only one study has attempted to explore shame-coping in sport (Hofseth 
et al., 2016), there is no grounded theory of shame resilience for college student-athletes.  
Therefore, it is important to first understand the Brown’s (2006) Shame Resilience 
Theory (SRT) as a potential frame for how to approach this study in sport.  Though a 
more in-depth discussion can be found in the literature review, SRT posits that healing 
from shame is based on four coping processes that exist along continuums: (a) 
recognizing shame and understanding its triggers, (b) practicing critical awareness of the 
sociocultural messages that drive shame, (c) reaching out to others for social support and 
empathy, and (d) speaking our shame experiences (Brown, 2006, 2007).  As noted by 
Brown (2007), “shame is a social concept – it happens between people – it also heals best 
between people” (p. 74); however, what can one do when under the grips of shame, 
driven to isolate, and totally overwhelmed by being ‘not enough’?  And in terms of this 




one feels psychologically abandoned?  One answer might be self-compassion.   
Role of Self-Compassion in Shame Resilience   
 Defined as “being open to and moved by one’s own suffering, experiencing 
feelings of caring and kindness towards oneself, taking an understanding, nonjudgmental 
attitude toward one’s inadequacies and failures, and recognizing that one’s experience is 
part of the common human experience” (Neff, 2003a; p. 224), self-compassion may be a 
protective source of resilience for athletes coping with the internal anguish of shame and 
its antisocial consequences.  In fact, as suggested by Brown (2012), “self-compassion is 
also critically important” to shame resilience, because “when we’re able to be gentle with 
ourselves in the midst of shame, we’re more likely to reach out, connect, and experience 
empathy” (p. 74).  Furthermore, Germer and Neff’s (2015) framework for self-
compassionate coping displays how the three facets of self-compassion (i.e., self-
kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) correspondingly alleviate the 
psychological consequences typical of shame, specifically self-criticism, self-isolation, 
and rumination.  As noted by Germer (2018), shame and self-compassion can be viewed 
as two sides of the same coin.  In sport, when feeling ‘not enough,’ athletes who 
engender a self-compassionate relationship to their experience may better cope with the 
destructive psychosocial consequences of shame.   
 Recent empirical research in sport through correlational and intervention studies 
has demonstrated that generating self-compassion in the face of sport-related challenge 
can have the following benefits towards resilience: increases in coping with sport failure 




negative performance spirals and further critical rumination (Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, 
& Sabiston, 2014), and the ability to learn from mistakes in sport with a sense of 
emotional safety (Ingstrup, Mosewich, & Holt, 2017).  These aforementioned findings 
bring a hopeful promise for the development of self-compassion in the face of shame-
triggering events in sport, yet only one study has indirectly provided correlational 
evidence that these two constructs are inversely related in a sample of wiffle ball 
recreational athletes (Fontana et al., 2017).  It seems that the S word prevails again 
(Scheff & Mateo, 2016) and goes unstudied, including ways athletes can be resilient to 
these experiences in their sport. 
Gaps in Research 
 Currently, only one study has investigated shame coping in sport through a 
qualitative exploration of six male professional soccer athletes from Norway (Hofseth et 
al., 2016).  Outside of this investigation, shame in sport research has been limited to 
correlational studies that examine the relationship between self-reported shame and other 
intrapersonal variables (e.g., self-esteem) and maladaptive shame-coping styles – all of 
which tend to reinforce the GSM and performance ethic that shame exists in a vacuum 
rather than a sociocultural, interpersonal context.  In addition, as previously mentioned, 
only one other study has indirectly investigated the impact of self-compassion with 
shame-proneness in sport (Fontana et al., 2017).  As originally called for by Partridge and 
Elison (2010), nearly 10 years has passed and it seems that shame and shame resilience 




Purpose of this Study 
 Given the dearth of current research on shame resilience in sport, particularly in 
support of the vulnerable population of college student-athletes, and the potential 
psychosocial benefits to these student-athletes, their coaches, and family members, the 
purpose of this study is to explore how college student-athletes experience and cope with 
shame-inducing events in their sport.  Due to the lack of empirical knowledge in the field 
of sport and performance psychology, this study will be exploratory in nature, in an 
attempt to fully understand shame resilience in US college athletics.  This primary 
research aim will be investigated a mixed methods approach as further explained in the 
Plan of Inquiry subsection that follows. 
 A secondary aim of this study will be to understand the impact of various 
intrapersonal and interpersonal factors as potential resources or barriers to shame 
resilience for US college student-athletes. 
Research Questions 
 The primary research question aligns with the overall study aim: how do US 
college student-athletes experience and cope with shame-inducing events in their sport?   
 In addition to this primary research question, the following sub questions are 
pursued as well to further explore the intrapersonal and interpersonal resources or barriers 
to shame resilience for this population:   





(2) How does self-compassion impact sport-based shame for US college student-
athletes? 
(3) How does team climate (i.e., ego versus task motivation) impact sport-based 
shame for US college student-athletes?  
(4) What is the impact of sport-based shame on psychological needs satisfaction 
(i.e., competence, autonomy, and relatedness) for US college student-
athletes? 
Hypotheses 
 The primary research question will be investigated through an inductive approach 
to inquiry and hypotheses to that question are not applicable given the exploratory nature 
of this question.  The following hypotheses associated with the sub questions, which will 
be investigated through a quantitative dominant – qualitative less dominant approach to 
inquiry, are based on existing empirical findings previously mentioned and further 
explored in the literature review: 
(1) Based on Lazarus’ (2000) seminal definition of shame in sport, it is 
hypothesized that college student-athletes who identify strongly with their 
athletic role (i.e., sport ego-ideal) may be more likely to experience shame 
in their sport.  In addition, based on Brown’s (2012) grounded theory 
research on shame and shame resilience across genders, it is hypothesized 
that college student-athletes who identify as female may be more likely to 
experience shame based on perfectionistic expectations in their sport that 




college student-athletes who identify as male may be more likely to 
experience shame based on hypermasculine expectations that are 
individual in nature (e.g., I’m weak, I’m flawed).  Lastly, as posited by 
Partridge and Elison (2010), college student-athletes who identify as 
female may be more likely to internalize shame and cope with this psycho-
socio-cultural state by attacking oneself or withdrawal while college 
student-athletes who identify as male may be more likely to cope by 
avoidance or attacking others. 
(2) Through Mosewich et al.’s (2013) and Fontana et al.’s (2017) studies 
revealing potential intrapersonal coping resources for shame, it is 
hypothesized that sport-based shame will be negatively related to self-
compassion in sport for US college student-athletes.  
(3) Based on Brown’s (2006, 2007, 2017) seminal work on the interpersonal 
coping resources for shame resilience and Fontana et al.’s (2017) 
examination of team motivational climate and shame, it is hypothesized 
that perceived team belonging will be negatively related to sport-based 
shame for college student-athletes, and college student-athletes will report 
higher levels of sport-based shame in ego-involving team climates 
compared with task-involving team climates.  
(4) In accordance with Adie and Bartholomew’s (2013) Integrated Model of 
Motivational Processes, Well- and Ill-Being along with Fontana and Fry’s 




athletes, it is hypothesized that college student-athletes who experience 
higher levels of shame in their sport are more likely to report lower levels 
of psychological needs satisfaction, including less perceived autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness.  
Please see Figure 4 below for hypothesized relationships between constructs related to 
the central aim of this study to explore shame resilience in sport. 
Figure 4.  Hypothesized relationships between constructs. 
 
Please see Figure 5 below for a hypothesized model of constructs as they relate to shame 





Figure 5.  Hypothesized model of constructs related to sport-based shame and shame 
resilience in sport. 
 
 Based on Fontana et al. (2017) and Fontana and Fry (2017), it is hypothesized that 
following a potential shame-inducing event (i.e., “not enough” event), ego-involving (i.e., 
results = worth) motivational climates lead to a propensity to result shame for college 
student-athletes while task-involving (i.e., effort/skill development = worth) motivational 
climates lead to a susceptibility for process shame for college student-athletes.  Given 
previous discussion and the empirical evidence of self-compassion as a coping resource 
for athletes facing perceived failures or setbacks in their sport (e.g., Mosewich et al., 
2013) as well as Fontana and Fry’s (2017) indirect correlational results displaying an 




compassion for college student-athletes may act as an intrapersonal protective factor 
against shame.  In addition, through Lazarus’ (2000) definition of shame in sport as 
failure to live up to one’s athletic ego-ideal, it is hypothesized that the intrapersonal 
factor of strong athletic identity, particularly related to its exclusivity to other life roles 
(i.e., “sport is the most important part of my life,” Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) may be 
predictive of shame experiences in sport.    
 As demonstrated by Mosewich et al.’s (2013) intervention study, it is 
hypothesized that college student-athletes may experience detrimental short-term 
outcomes, such as state rumination, self-criticism, and concern over mistakes.  In turn, 
shame experiences in sport that foster short-term rumination, self-criticism, and concern 
over mistakes may lead to harmful long-term outcomes such as diminished sense of self-
efficacy in facing future sport-based challenges (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 2010) and 
reduced needs satisfaction (Adie & Bartholomew, 2013).  Lastly, in accordance with 
Brown (2006, 2007, 2017), it is hypothesized that an interpersonal sense of belonging 
(i.e., allowing individuals to “be who they are” [Brown, 2017; p. 39]) may be a protective 
interpersonal factor that fosters shame resilience for college student-athletes. 
Plan of Inquiry 
 Given the exploratory aim of this study, a mixed methods approach to inquiry was 
selected as a practical response to best understand the mechanisms and multifaceted 
nature of shame resilience for college student-athletes.  As stated by Creswell and Plano 
Clark (2017), mixed-methods are best suited when one data source may be inadequate to 




results.  In accordance with Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) integrated with Gibson’s 
(2016) and Giacobbi, Poczwardowski, and Hager’s (2005) discussion of mixed-methods 
use in sport and exercise, this study uses a “complementarity design” to generate a 
“broader understanding” (p. 387) of the research questions through quantitative and 
qualitative data collection and analysis.  To best support college-student athletes like Eli, 
it is essential to capture the greater statistical impact of shame and factors that promote 
shame resilience with a larger sample (quantitative approach) combined with 
contextualizing shame resilience through stories like Eli’s lived experience.   
 Through a parallel-databases, convergent mixed-methods design (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2017), both quantitative survey data and qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews with US college student-athletes (currently competing or have 
competed within the last five years) were collected and analyzed to answer the central 
research question of how college student-athletes cope with shame in their sport.  
Descriptive statistics, chi-square tests or point-biserial correlations of group differences, 
Pearson correlations of study variables, path analyses, and potential cluster analysis 
through SPSS 20.0 was used to answer sub research questions investigating the 
intrapersonal and interpersonal factors impacting shame and subsequent outcomes in 
sport for participants.  Braun, Clarke, and Weate’s (2016) thematic analysis approach to 
qualitative research in sport and exercise was utilized to develop higher-order themes 
representing shame resilience for participants who will be interviewed.  Finally, in 
accordance with Creswell and Plano Clark (2017), parallel quantitative and qualitative 




diverged, and related overall to gain a broad understanding of shame resilience for 
college student-athletes. 
Significance of this Study 
Theoretical and Scholarly Significance 
 In the spirit of Partride and Elison’s (2010) call to advance the study of shame in 
sport, this study aims to be the first mixed methods investigation of sport-based shame 
resilience as well as the first study to explore shame resilience in the college student-
athlete population.  Stakeholders in sport and performance psychology have argued for a 
culture of competency centered upon empirically based understanding of athletes’ sport 
experience from a psycho-emotional perspective (Aoyagi, Portenga, Poczwardowski, 
Cohen & Statler, 2012).  Through the mixed-methods approach to this study, results may 
provide both descriptive and correlational college student-athlete data related to shame 
and corresponding factors as well as contextualized qualitative data on shame resilience 
with this population that has yet to be explored in the sport field.  The long-term hope for 
this study’s results would be a lasting research agenda integrated with similar efforts in 
the sport psychology research encouraging optimal experience and well-being for 
participants, spectators, and consumers of sport. 
Practical Significance (promotion of humanistic, participation & pleasure, compassion) 
 First and foremost, speaking shame is one of the coping strategies for shame 
resilience identified by Brown (2006); therefore, through both quantitative and qualitative 




that wants to remain silent and taboo.  Given the psychosocial demands and potential for 
burnout and ill-being in college student-athletes, this study hopes to be a starting point to 
influence best practices in coaching, sport psychology services, and mental health 
supports for college student-athletes coping with shame.  In particular, this study’s results 
may benefit psychoeducational materials for coaches and college athletic departments to 
promote resilience, efficacy, and well-being in their student-athlete population.  In 
addition, the development of future interventions like Brown’s (2012) shame resilience 
curriculum or the self-compassion and compassion-focused modules in Baltzell and 
Summers’ (2018) Mindfulness Meditation Training for Sport (MMTS 2.0) represent 
another promising practical avenue based on this study’s primary research question.  
Sport-based interventions to develop shame resilience for athletes and coaches may 
benefit not only performance outcomes, but also psychosocial well-being for individuals 
and teams that take part in a competitive context governed by the performance ethic.  In 
terms of student-athlete wellness and inspired by Gilbert’s (2011) compassion-focused 
therapy for shame-prone clients in psychotherapy, this study’s results can support college 
counseling services for shame-prone student-athletes and therapeutic interventions to 
foster de-shaming in this vulnerable population.  Lastly, this study’s aims and results may 
be included in a larger community of practice in US sport with the aim of critically 
examining the performance ethic and GSM towards the advancement of humanistic sport 
programs and institutions centered on a positive youth development (Lombardo, 1987; 
McCarthy, Bergholz, & Bartlett, 2016; United Nations Office on Sport for Development 





 When self-worth and belonging in sport is based on the win column, the 
scoreboard, or the judges’ table, athletes may inevitably face ‘not enough,’ shame-
inducing experiences in their sport (Coakley, 2016; Lazarus, 2000; Ryall, 2019).  Shame 
is a destructive psycho-socio-cultural experience of psychological isolation that can lead 
to performance deficits and even withdrawal from sport (Elison & Partridge, 2012; 
Hofseth et al., 2015).  An already vulnerable population to shame-proneness (DeFreese & 
Smith, 2013; Miller & Hoffman, 2009), research needs to better understand how US 
college student-athletes respond to shame in ways that promote their efficacy and well-
being.  In accordance with Brown (2007) and other scholars (Neff & Germer, 2015), self-
compassion may represent an important intrapersonal coping resource in the face of 
shame when other interpersonal resources seem unavailable.  Given no study has 
explored shame resilience in college student-athletes, this study aims to be the first to 
explore shame resilience for college student-athletes.  Due to the need for a 
comprehensive understanding of shame resilience, this study will use a parallel-
databases, convergent mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) to answer 
the core research question.  Study findings hope to generate not only scholarly 
significance through expanding the empirical base on shame resilience in sport, but also 
practical significance inspiring future development of sport-based shame resilience 






CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 Western sport culture is fueled by a performance ethic – a potentially pernicious 
cultural value system that equates personal worth and even moral goodness with outcome 
athletic performance (Coakley, 2016).  Within this sport ethos, athletes may experience 
perceived threats to their ego ideals resulting in feelings of shame, a felt “not enough” 
devaluation of their personhood (Lazarus, 2000; Partridge & Elison, 2010).  Described as 
“the preeminent cause of emotional distress in our time” (Karen, as cited in Trout, 2000), 
experiences of shame for athletes shift momentary of competitive missteps (i.e., “what I 
did is not enough”) into catastrophic personal failure (i.e., “who I am is not enough”).  
Shame-prone athletes have displayed greater self-handicapping leading to compromised 
performance (Hofseth, Pedersen, Jordet, & Toering, 2016; Hofseth, Toering, & Jordet, 
2015), and these negative experiences with sport have been argued to lead to continued 
behavioral avoidance and even leading to dropping out of sport altogether (Elison & 
Partridge, 2012; Partridge & Elison, 2010).  Given these performance and psychosocial 
consequences, what can athletes do when feeling ‘not enough’? 
 Self-compassion, a form of compassion expressed toward the self, may provide 
resources for more effective coping in the face of such aversive, shame-inducing 
experiences in sport (Baltzell, 2016).  Defined as being “open to one’s own suffering, not 
avoiding or disconnecting from it, generating the desire to alleviate one’s suffering and to 
heal oneself with kindness” (Neff, 2003a; p. 87), self-compassion has garnered empirical 




following injury and poor performance (Mosewich, Crocker, Kowalski, & Delongis, 
2013; Mosewich, Crocker, & Kowalski, 2014).  Despite the emerging evidence of self-
compassion as an effective emotion regulation strategy for athletes, only one recent 
investigation has attempted to explore how self-compassion is developed in athletes 
(Ingstrup, Mosewich, & Holt, 2017) and no study has explored its potential benefit 
following shame-inducing events in sport.   
 Given the dearth of research in this area, the purpose of the current paper is to 
explore existing empirical support for athletes’ specific experiences of shame in sport and 
how to better understand the role self-compassion may play in helping athlete-coping 
with this challenging emotional state.  To better situate this research question, the 
following literature review will begin by introducing definitions and theories helpful to 
understanding shame and self-compassion in sport followed by a critical survey of the 
current empirical research on shame in sport and self-compassion in sport.  At the 
conclusion of this review, an argument for the importance of exploring a 
conceptualization of the intersection of shame and self-compassion in sport will be 
provided.  
Definitions and Theoretical Frameworks 
Cognitive-Motivational-Relational Theory of Emotion 
 Shame within sport has been largely researched utilizing Lazarus’ (1991; 2000) 
cognitive-motivational-relational theory of emotion (CMR), an appraisal-based 
framework for understanding emotion within the dynamic person-environment context.  




their ego-ideal, or ideal athletic identity (Lazarus, 2000).  Appraisals via cognitions and 
motivations between an athlete’s beliefs, goals, and values and their sport context lead to 
the emergence of emotions like shame through both primary and secondary appraisal 
processes (Lazarus, 1991; 2000).  Primary appraisal for an athlete occurs through three 
steps: goal relevance (i.e., the sport experience directly involves the athlete or the 
athlete’s team), goal congruence (i.e., the sport experience inhibits or allows for the 
athlete’s goals to be met), and ego-involvement (i.e., the sport experience directly affects 
the athlete’s perceived ego-ideal or image of excellence in their sport) (Lazarus, 1991; 
2000).  For example, a women’s basketball player may experience shame after missing a 
last-possession shot to win the game, as this person-environment transaction involves 
relevance to the player’s identity as a basketball player on the team, prevents goal 
attainment through losing the game, and perhaps loss of her ego-ideal, as a clutch player 
whom her team can count on to win at the end of games.  In summary, this primary 
appraisal process indicates what may be of particular significance (i.e., threat to ego-
ideal) for an athlete in a given situational context.  
 Following this primary process, secondary appraisal for an athlete through CMR 
occurs through three additional components that determine the athlete’s perceived ability 
to cope with what is currently at stake (Lazarus, 1991; 2000).  First, an athlete’s 
evaluation of the sport experience may decide where responsibility lies regarding their 
primary appraisal, which largely influences the type and intensity of emotional response.  
Second, perceived potential of coping with the given sport experience; and third, an 




of efficacy to handle the demands of this situation.  Using the previous example, the 
women’s basketball player may primarily blame herself for the missed shot and loss 
given its impact on her ego-ideal as a clutch player, leading to a perceived inability to 
cope with the subsequent shame, and future self-handicapping (e.g., avoiding future shot 
opportunities) and potential sport avoidance leading to dropout.   
 In previous research, CMR has been effectively utilized as a framework to study 
fear of failure and emotion-focused coping in athletes, both at the youth, amateur, and 
professional levels (Conroy, Poczwardowski, & Henschen, 2001; Nicholls, Hemmings, & 
Clough, 2010; Nicholls & Levy, 2016; Nicholls, Perry, & Calmeiro, 2014; Sagar, Busch, 
& Jowett, 2010).  Overall, CMR represents a theory of emotion that may continue to 
frame the study of shame in sport as well as the influence of self-compassion as a 
potential coping resource.   
Relational-Cultural Theory and Shame Resilience Theory 
 Despite the preeminence of Lazarus’ (1991; 2000) CMR as a deductive theory for 
emotion and framework for understanding fear of failure and shame in sport, relational-
cultural theory (RCT; Miller & Stiver, 1997) and shame resilience theory (SRT; Brown, 
2006) are inductive models that may supplement the discussion of shame and shame-
coping in sport.  Consistent with multicultural and feminist theory, RCT seeks to 
understand well-being beyond traditionally Western psychological markers of health such 
as individuation and separation, largely based on the study of privileged, White men.  
Instead, through the lived experience of people of color, women, and other marginalized 




relationships based on mutual empathy and empowerment (Jordan & Hartling, 2002).  
Within this frame, experiences of shame represent relational trauma, a disconnection with 
others that leads to human suffering (Comstock et al., 2008; Miller & Stiver, 1997).  
From the earlier example, a women’s basketball player who misses the game-winning 
shot may feel that her self-worth or value is ‘not enough’ in her team and family 
environment, potentially based on a lack of immediate support from her coach, family 
members, or teammates – a felt sense of unworthiness and detachment from those around 
her.    
 Aligned with RCT, SRT, a grounded theory of shame resilience, defines shame as 
“an intensely painful feeling or experience of believing we are flawed and therefore 
unworthy of acceptance and belonging (Brown, 2006; p. 45).  Moving beyond CMR’s 
definition of shame (Lazarus, 1991; 2000), SRT further includes the socioemotional 
consequences of failing to live up to an ego-ideal, which may be significant to 
understanding shame in sport, a principally interpersonal context.  In addition, SRT 
concludes that experiencing empathy is opposite to experiencing shame, and though self-
compassion is distinguishable from empathy in accordance with positive psychological 
research (e.g., Welp & Brown, 2014), SRT indicates that self-compassion may provide a 
polar emotional experience to shame, by delivering kindness and warmth to one’s self in 
a moment of socioemotional distress.  In addition, SRT posits that healing from shame is 
based on four coping processes that exist along continuums: (a) recognizing shame and 
understanding its triggers, (b) practicing critical awareness of the sociocultural messages 




speaking our shame experiences (Brown, 2006, 2007).  As noted by Brown (2007), 
“shame is a social concept – it happens between people – it also heals best between 
people” (p. 74); however, what can one do under the grips of shame, when driven to 
isolate and totally overwhelmed by being ‘not enough’?  As suggested by Brown (2012), 
“self-compassion is also critically important” to shame resilience, because “when we’re 
able to be gentle with ourselves in the midst of shame, we’re more likely to reach out, 
connect, and experience empathy” (p. 74).  Although we will return to SRT when 
reviewing shame-coping in sport research, this framework influenced by RCT may 
promote a more contextual understanding of shame in sport in addition to CMR’s 
appraisal-based theory. 
Broaden and Build Theory of Positive Emotions and Self-Compassion 
 Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions may 
provide one more useful frame to understanding the role of self-compassion as a coping 
resource in the face of shame in sport.  In accordance with Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) 
model, athletes’ experience of positive emotions, like self-compassion, may enhance 
attentional, cognitive, and behavioral resources when coping with adversity, such as 
missing a potentially game-winning shot for a player who identifies herself as a clutch 
shooter.  Specifically, engendering self-compassion, an adaptive emotional resource, 
could broaden an athlete’s behavioral repertoire in response to shame, learning from the 
missed shot and gaining satisfaction by appreciating her effort to take courageous action 
towards her sport-based values.   




warmth to self during psychological distress, is a personal coping resource that has 
demonstrated an ability to foster positive affect beyond the ameliorative effect of simply 
reducing negative affect (Odou & Brinker, 2014).  In summary, empirical support for the 
cultivation of positive emotions towards resilience (Tugade, Devlin, & Fredrickson, 
2014), including the neurological benefits of loving-kindness meditation (a strategy to 
build self-compassion) as a coping resource for emotional distress (Garland et al., 2010) 
further underline the importance of viewing self-compassion through Fredrickson’s 
(1998, 2001) broaden-and-build theory.  Throughout the following review, these 
frameworks hope to provide better guidance to understanding the current empirical 
research on shame and self-compassion in sport.   
Shame in Sport 
 Introduced nearly four decades ago (Scanlan & Passer, 1978; 1979), the empirical 
investigation of shame in sport has garnered more formal research attention following 
Partridge and Elison’s (2010) theoretical summary of contemporary issues and future 
directions for the study of this emotion in the sport context.  Prior to Partridge and 
Elison’s (2010) seminal article, researchers exploring competitive anxiety and fear of 
failure in sport began to indirectly study the impact of shame for athletes.  Despite 
advances through more concentrated efforts to understand shame in sport over the past 
decade, only one study has sought to inductively comprehend the phenomenology of 
shame and shame-coping for athletes (Hofseth et al., 2016).  Our discussion of shame in 
sport will critically review initial indirect efforts to explore this phenomenon followed by 




Initial Indirect Explorations of Shame in Sport 
Competitive Stress or Anxiety, and Shame in Sport 
 Early research efforts by Scanlan and Passer (1978; 1979) investigating 
psychological and social aspects of competitive anxiety for youth athletes helped to 
introduce the consequences of social evaluation in sport, which now has been understood 
to directly influence experiences of shame for athletes and performers (Patridge & Elison, 
2010).  Utilizing self-report measures with preadolescent male and female youth soccer 
players (n = 205, 192 respectively), results from Scanlan and Passer (1978; 1979) 
revealed that constructs related to perceived performance competence (e.g., self-esteem, 
individual and team performance expectations) accounted for the majority of variance in 
competitive stress levels 30 minutes before games (42% for boys, 32% for girls).  
Interestingly, youth athletes’ perception of their actual response to the competitive 
demands of the game was the strongest predictor of anxiety post-contest (Scanlan & 
Passer, 1978; 1979).  Strengths of Scanlon and Passer’s (1978; 1979) early research 
include external validity conducting their study directly in the field of competitive sport, 
though causation and generalizability of findings are limited due to the use of self-report 
measures and the lack of participant demographics reported.  Although neither study 
explored shame as a potential predictor or consequence of competitive sport, youth 
athletes’ perceived incompetence to cope with the demands of sport prior to and 
following a game demonstrated the evaluation-laden aspect of this performance context.  
As aligned with Lazarus’ (1991, 2000) CMR, youth athlete’s appraisal of the demands 




only experiences of anxiety, but also “not enough” experiences of their ego-ideals 
following poor performance.  
Fear of Failure and Shame in Sport 
 Introduced through Atkinson’s (1964) theory of achievement motivation and 
Smith’s (1980) work in early clinical sport psychology, fear of failure in sport, a concept 
related to competitive anxiety, has been defined as the “motive to avoid failure” and 
operationalized as the “capacity to experience shame when failure occurs” (Passer, 1983, 
p. 174).  In accordance with Lazarus’ (1991, 2000) CMR, athlete’s fear of failure may 
develop and be dependent upon the appraisal of the sport situation as a potential threat to 
one’s ego-ideal and consequently exacerbated by a perceived lack of coping resources to 
deal with an aversive emotional experience, such as shame post-contest.  Passer’s (1983) 
landmark study supported this theoretical supposition through his correlational 
investigation involving 316 male youth soccer players using self-report measures for 
sport competitive anxiety, fear of failure, fear of evaluation, perceived competence, and 
perceived self-esteem.  Results indicated that high-anxious athletes were statistically 
significantly more likely to expect greater shame, suffer from more criticism from parents 
and coaches, and play more poorly than low-anxious youth athletes.  Strikingly, high-
anxious soccer participants continued to worry more frequently regarding evaluation 
from others (i.e., teammates, coaches, parents) compared with low-anxious players when 
the previous game expectations were controlled.  Similar to Scalan and Passer’s (1978; 
1979) conclusions, Passer’s (1983) study on competitive trait anxiety further affirmed the 




experience shame following perceived failure.  As suggested by Miller & Stiver’s (1997) 
RCT, youth participants reported fear of condemnation by teammates, coaches, and 
family members is consistent with the relational ruptures that come with experiences of 
shame.  Lewthwaite and Scanlan (1989) further supported this theoretical connection 
between competitive trait anxiety, shame, and social evaluation in sport, specifically 
demonstrating that male youth athletes with higher competitive trait anxiety reported 
significantly higher adult-related worries, such as fear of making their coach or parent 
ashamed of their performance.  This fear of evaluation and letting down important adults 
for youth athletes relates well with RCT and Brown’s (2015) shame resilience research 
that supports the social consequence of shame as disconnection from others.   
 Given the one-time data collection design and limited demographic data for 
participants, Passer’s (1983) and Lewthwaite and Scanlan’s (1989) results provide only a 
snapshot of the interrelation of these constructs with generalizability restricted to 
similarity with these samples.  Deeper comprehension of shame and shame-coping for 
athletes and performers may require a qualitative, longitudinal approach to best answer 
this empirical question.  Though this type of approach to study shame in sport has been 
attempted only in recent years (e.g., Hofseth et al., 2016), Conroy and colleagues’ 
(Conroy, Poczwardowski, & Henschen, 2001; Conroy, 2001; Conroy & Eliot, 2004) 
work on fear of failure was the first attempt within sport research to directly connect this 
construct with shame experiences through inductive exploration leading to a 
comprehensive measure. 




aversive consequence of failure in the performance context through Conroy et al.’s 
(2001) qualitative investigation of 16 elite athletes and performing artists.  Consistent 
with Lazarus’ (1991, 2000) CMR, when athletes appraise the competitive situation as an 
existential threat to their sense of self (i.e., ‘who I am is not enough if I fail’), which can 
lead to shame experience, trait anxiety associated with this threat of failure is more likely.  
Athlete’s impending experience of shame and embarrassment as a unique dimension of 
fear of failure has continued to be replicated across various empirical samples (Conroy, 
Metzler, & Hofer, 2003; Conroy, Willow, & Metzler, 2002; Sagar, Busch, & Jowett, 
2010) through the development of Conroy’s (2001; 2003) Performance Failure Appraisal 
Inventory (PFAI). 
 Model generation of the PFAI through high school and college aged students and 
student-athletes confirmed that the fear of experiencing shame and embarrassment is a 
distinct subscale of the fear of failure construct (Conroy, 2001; Conroy et al., 2002; 
Conroy, 2003).  Conroy (2001; Conroy et al., 2002) distinguishes that those measure 
items involving shame center on the experience of “personal diminishment” for athletes 
and are illustrated by socially critical prompts, such as “when I am not succeeding, I am 
less valuable than when I succeed.”  Consistent with Brown’s (2006) SRT, an experience 
of perceived failure for an athlete may lead to a denigration of their personhood beyond 
their athletic identity (e.g., “I am a failure,” “I am worthless”). 
 Strikingly, multiple studies utilizing PFAI have shown that the fear of 
embarrassment and shame subscale reports the highest mean subscale score across 




correlational studies with college aged student-athletes have further indicated that coping 
with fear of embarrassment or shame is more likely to lead to withdrawal from the sport 
or activity as well as psychological attacking of oneself (Elison & Partridge, 2012).   It is 
clear that shame and embarrassment, as defined by the PFAI, are central to fear in the 
sport context.  Both naturalistic and random control studies from personality and social 
psychology have confirmed that shame may be at the core of fear of failure (McGregor & 
Eliot, 2005).  Anxiety for athletes may represent a fear that who they are is being 
threatened in the competitive environment, and the impending dismantling of self-
worthiness that comes with shame.  Why am I afraid of failure?  Because I might confirm 
I am an unworthy, I am fraudulent, I am unlovable.  And in accordance with Miller & 
Stiver (1997), it follows then that I disconnect from my team and believe I no longer 
belong. 
Direct Investigations of Shame in Sport 
 Despite the promising conceptual and experimental propositions linking fear of 
failure with shame, little has been examined in sport psychology to understand the 
determinants of shame for athletes and how they process this potentially destructive 
psychosocial state.  Though Conroy’s (e.g., 2001, 2004) PFAI and work with fear of 
failure is exemplary in its landmark attempts to connect sport anxiety with shame, the 
fear of shame and embarrassment subscale is limited to experiences when athletes do not 
live up to perceived expectations, does not differentiate shame from embarrassment, and 
through self-report design, seems to limit the possibility of richer phenomenological 




Elison’s (2010) summary of issues and directions for shame and sport, recent 
investigations utilizing correlational analyses through sport-specific shame scales, as well 
as qualitative (inductive-dominant) design have brought further clarity and questions to 
the impact of shame in sport and how to support athletes and people in this competitive 
context when faced with the threat of “being not enough.” 
Compass of Shame in Sport (CoSS-Sport) 
 Based on Nathanson’s (1992) maladaptive shame-coping styles, Partridge and 
Elison (2008) adapted the original Compass of Shame Scale (CoSS; Elison, Lennon, & 
Pulos, 2006; Elison, Pulos, & Lennon, 2006) from social and personality psychology to 
the sport context.  According to Nathanson (1992)’s conceptual model, which received 
empirical support from Elison et al. (2006), the experience of shame may result in four 
distinct coping styles: Attack Other, Avoidance, Attack Self, and Withdrawal.  When 
applied to the sport setting using the previous example, the female basketball player may 
Attack Others following her missed last-second shot to displace this negative 
psychosocial state on a potential teammate (e.g., “I would never have had to take that 
shot if you hadn’t played so badly”).  If this player did not want to acknowledge this 
dismantling emotion, she may Avoid or pretend to dismiss the impact of the missed shot 
(e.g., “that game didn’t even matter”).  Contrasting the Attack Other and Avoidance 
poles, both the Attack Self and Withdrawal poles lead to coping styles that first 
acknowledge the potentially devastating experience of shame.  For instance, the female 
basketball player might Attack Self (e.g., “I’m a failure,” “I’m worthless”) or Withdraw 




 Through the addition of sport-specific stems to the CoSS (e.g., “if I am beaten in 
an important competition”), Partridge and Wiggins (2008) developed the CoSS-Sport 
consisting of 13 contextualized statements specific to sport experiences that may elicit 
shame-coping responses.  Following each of these 13 situational stems, four potential 
responses are given as choices that correspond to the four shame-coping poles according 
to Nathanson’s (1992) theory: (1) “I have bad feelings towards others” (i.e., Attack 
Others), (2) “I ignore my mistakes” (i.e., Avoidance), (3) “I criticize myself” (i.e., Attack 
Self), and (4) “I try not to be noticed” (i.e., Withdrawal).  Using the CoSS-Sport measure, 
researchers have investigated shame-coping styles for various participants in sport, 
including competitive high school and college athletes, college sport fans, and youth 
sport parents (Elison & Partridge, 2012; Partridge & Wiggins, 2008; Partridge & Wann, 
2015; Partridge, Wann, & Elison, 2010).   
 Consistent with previous studies investigating fear of failure (Conroy et al., 2001; 
Conroy, 2004), Partridge and Wiggins (2008) confirmed through correlational analyses 
that college athletes’ perceived debilitative anxiety in competitive situations predicted a 
greater likelihood of shame-coping.  Further correlational analyses of college athletes’ 
shame-coping styles demonstrated that Attack Self was the strongest predictor of 
maladaptive outcomes related to fear of failure and perfectionistic tendencies, followed 
by Withdrawal, Attack Other, and Avoidance (Elison & Partridge, 2012).  In addition, 
according to Elison and Partridge’s (2012) further consideration of sex differences, 
female college athletes were significantly more likely to report Attack Self than males 




females when responding to shame in sport.  Expanding to other participants in the sport 
context, both college sport fans and youth sport parents reported significantly greater 
Avoidance when experiencing vicarious shame (Partridge & Wann, 2015; Partridge et al., 
2010).  Despite the importance of CoSS-Sport studies to better understand the impact of 
shame experiences in sport for both athletes and the other members of these social 
contexts, the generalizability of these investigations are limited by both correlational, 
self-report design and the use of primarily European American samples.  In addition, 
given the epistemological constraints of Nathanson’s (1992) theory, studies utilizing 
CoSS-Sport are unable to explore why and how athletes experience shame and their 
phenomenological process for coping. 
Shame in Sport Questionnaires (SSQ) 
 Given the ambiguity of both the PFAI and CoSS-Sport in understanding why 
athletes experience shame, Fontana and Fry (2017) recently constructed and empirically 
validated the Shame in Sport Questionnaire (SSQ) to explore this research question using 
a sample of high school wrestlers.  Drawing from Tangney and Dearing’s (2002) 
framework understanding shame versus guilt proneness as well as Nicholls’ (1989) 
Achievement Goal Perspective Theory (AGPT), Fontana and Fry (2017) developed a 20 
item self-report questionnaire with two subscales that measure Process Shame and Result 
Shame.  Process Shame occurs when athletes believe they have not met the mastery and 
effort standards of their teammates and coaches (e.g., “I would feel shame if I didn’t keep 
working hard to improve my skills,” Fontana & Fry, 2017; p. 282).  Result Shame occurs 




teammates and coaches (e.g., “if I didn’t have a strong performance, I would feel like a 
failure,” Fontana & Fry, 2017; p. 282).    
 Clear strengths of the SSQ are its inclusion of potential events leading up, during, 
and after a competition and its assumption that shame proneness is not dependent upon a 
failed performance to better explore the range of potential determinants for shame 
experiences in sport.  Through structural equation modeling, results revealed that athletes 
higher in task orientation (i.e., feelings of success are based on effort and mastery of new 
skills) were more likely to experience process shame compared to result shame, while 
athletes higher in ego orientation (i.e., feelings of success are based on performance 
outcomes) reported both result and process shame.  Despite these promising findings and 
expansion of the understanding of shame experiences for athletes, the SSQ requires 
further validation with athletes across gender, sport, and developmental age, given 
Fontana and Fry’s (2017) sample identified as predominantly male and participated in 
one sport type.  Though Fontana and Fry (2017) attempt to understand shame experiences 
through athletes’ goal orientation, this epistemological approach similar to the CoSS-
Sport narrows the scope of potential complexity of shame experience and shame-coping 
as directly experienced by sport participants. 
Qualitative (Inductive-Dominant) Exploration of Shame in Sport 
 To date, only one study (Hofseth et al., 2016) has utilized a qualitative approach 
to understand how athletes both experience and cope with shame in sport through 
inductive and deductive analyses.  Following convenience sampling of Norwegian soccer 




structured interviews exploring the coping processes following both shame-inducing 
events in training and performance (i.e., match competition).  Content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005), framed by Lazarus’ (1991, 2000) CMR revealed that the threat to one’s 
ego-ideal and fear of being devalued by others may induce shame experiences for athletes 
when they perceived both performance failure or attempting to develop skill weaknesses 
in the training setting.  Following these shame-inducing events, athletes reported an 
“emotional desire to escape” resulting in avoidance-based coping or “hiding” (Hofseth et 
al., 2016; p. 124).  Though this study utilized deductive analysis through CMR, athletes’ 
experiences seem aligned with Miller and Stiver’s (1997) RCT, in that the fear of 
disconnection from teammates or coaches (i.e., social devaluation) may be at the core of 
shame, which paradoxically leads to further “hiding” though reconnection through social 
support from others may be most beneficial during these challenging sport events.  
Though transferability of Hofseth et al.’s (2016) findings are limited to this elite athlete 
sample within the analytic frame of CMR, both the study’s research question and design 
provide promise for future exploration of the phenomenological experience of shame and 
process of coping through shame for athletes. 
Shame in Sport: Future Directions 
 Following initial understandings of shame through the study of competitive 
anxiety and fear of failure, recent investigations utilizing sport-specific scale measures 
and inductive analysis have further confirmed the destructive impact of shame and 
maladaptive coping responses to these “not enough” experiences in sport.  Given these 




the complexity of shame-inducing experiences for athletes and how they can effectively 
respond to these challenges.  Continued phenomenological exploration of shame in sport 
is necessary to better develop a rich, empirical understanding of this socioemotional 
experience for athletes and how sources of support (i.e., practitioners, coaches, 
teammates) can foster adaptive shame-coping.   
Self-Compassion in Sport 
 Shame represents a source of emotional distress in sport that can have destructive 
socioemotional consequences for athletes (e.g., self-handicapping, drop out).  Little 
conceptual and empirical research in sport has focused on understanding and supporting 
the internal quality of experience for athletes, particularly when faced with intensely 
difficult emotions, like shame (Baltzell, 2016).  Self-compassion, defined as “being open 
to and moved by one’s own suffering, experiencing feelings of caring and kindness 
towards oneself, taking an understanding, nonjudgmental attitude toward one’s 
inadequacies and failures, and recognizing that one’s experience is part of the common 
human experience” (Neff, 2003a; p. 224), may be a protective source of resilience for 
athletes coping with the internal anguish of shame and its social consequences.  Recent 
empirical reviews with both adult and adolescent populations have demonstrated that 
cultivating self-compassion may facilitate stress reduction and psychological well-being 
(Neff & Dahm, 2015; Neff & Germer, 2017); however, much less is known about the 
protective benefits of self-compassion for athletes and performers.  Beginning with 
Mosewich, Kowalski, Sabiston, Sedgwick, and Tracy’s (2011) landmark study with 




athletes has garnered recent empirical support in sport.  The following review will further 
conceptualize self-compassion as a coping strategy then transition to both correlational, 
intervention, and qualitative exploration of self-compassion in sport. 
Conceptual and Operational Definitions of Self-Compassion 
 Based on Eastern philosophical principles in Buddhist psychology (e.g., Kabat-
Zinn, 1990; Salzberg, 1997), Neff (2003a, 2003b) first defined self-compassion in 
Western psychology as a way of treating one’s self with the same acceptance, kindness, 
and support as one would a close friend.  Neff and Dahm (2015) further clarified the 
concept as an internal expression of the Goetz, Keltner, and Simon-Thomas’s (2010) 
evolutionary definition of compassion: “sensitivity to the experience of suffering, 
coupled with a deep desire to alleviate that suffering” (p. 3).  Interestingly, even in Neff’s 
(2003a) seminal article on the development of a psychometric scale to measure self-
compassion, the concept was posited as an adaptive form of emotional regulation, 
proposing that greater awareness of one’s suffering would allow for adaptive cognitive 
reappraisals and reduced negative affect.  Nonetheless, the development of an operational 
definition of self-compassion required further empirical investigation towards a testable 
theory related to resilience-promoting coping strategies.  
 Following the validation of Neff’s (2003a) Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) through 
both Western (i.e., US college students) and Buddhist (i.e., long-term meditators) 
samples, Neff (2003b) operationally defined the concept of self-compassion as comprised 
of three complementary components: self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness.  




awareness (Bishop et al., 2004), is specifically operationalized as a balanced, accepting 
orientation to one’s negative emotions within Neff’s (2003b) delineation of self-
compassion.  Following the missed shot, our female basketball player may become 
nonjudgmentally aware of shame-triggering thoughts and emotions (e.g., “I’m upset 
because I care about my performance,” noting body tension).  Through a sense of 
common humanity, one recognizes that suffering is a shared phenomenon in the human 
condition, which allows individuals to feel interconnected and less isolated from others 
during moments of heightened emotional suffering.  Connecting with common humanity, 
our athlete may remind herself that she is not alone in her experience of missing a last 
second shot (e.g., “every player who tries to improve and take risks for their teams will 
miss on occasion – even Michael Jordan was trusted to take the game-winning shot and 
missed”).  Lastly, self-kindness refers to the engendering of a self-affectionate attitude 
when we become aware of personal distress.  Following the coolness of mindfulness and 
connection of common humanity, our female basketball player may bring some warmth 
to her emotional distress and potential shame experience (e.g., “may I continue to trust in 
my courage to take these shots”). 
 Leaders in the study of self-compassion have emphasized that this three-facet 
construct is interactive in nature (Germer, 2009; Neff, 2012; Neff & Dahm, 2015).  In 
particular, metacognitive awareness of one’s suffering through mindfulness may better 
promote emotion regulation through appraisals of self-kindness and recognition of 
common humanity, thereby lessening rumination and self-blame, leading to greater 




Based on Neff’s (2003a, 2003b) initial operationalization, the cognitive-affective 
interaction of these three facets of self-compassion may enhance metacognitive 
awareness and emotion regulation towards adaptive coping for athletes who may 
experience shame in the demanding competitive context of sport.  As summarized by 
Neff and Germer (2017), self-compassion may be best understood as “loving (kindness), 
connected (common humanity), presence (mindfulness)” (p. 10).  Following potential 
shame-inducing sport events, athletes who hold themselves in loving connected presence 
may foster emotional resilience and re-engagement into what matters most for them in 
their sport. 
Self-Compassion in Sport: Cross-Sectional, Correlational Studies 
 Initial study of self-compassion in sport centered on its association with 
constructs both adaptive (e.g., self-esteem) and maladaptive (e.g., shame proneness) to 
athletes’ performance and well-being.  Mosewich et al.’s (2011) pioneering correlational 
investigation of the benefits of self-compassion for young women athletes sparked the 
empirical study of this coping resource within sport.  Results from 151 adolescent female 
athletes (mean age = 15.1 years) revealed that participants’ ratings of self-compassion 
explained variance on self-evaluative thoughts, emotions, and behaviors beyond self-
esteem.  In particular importance to this literature review, these self-conscious emotions 
included shame proneness, guilt-free shame proneness, and fear of failure, all of which 
were negatively correlated with self-compassion.  As supported by Neff and Vonk 
(2009), self-compassion may be a better predictor of self-worth than self-esteem since it 




kindness, a sense of connection with others (i.e., common humanity), and mindfully 
relate to their competitive experience (including shame-inducing experiences) may foster 
a sense of self-worth less dependent upon performance outcome (i.e., it is not what I do 
but rather who I am that matters).  Despite limited generalizability and assumptions of 
causality given the US-centric, gender-specific sample and correlational, cross-sectional 
design, Mosewich et al. (2011) established the need for continued study of self-
compassion as a potential coping resource in the face of inevitable self-evaluation in the 
sport environment. 
 Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, and Sabiston (2015) further explored the ameliorative 
impact of self-compassion for young women athletes as related to eudaimonic well-being 
(i.e., meaning and vitality) in response to hypothetical sport scenarios that may be 
emotionally challenging.  Correlations and path models analyzing these female athletes’ 
responses demonstrated that participants higher in self-compassion experienced greater 
eudaimonic well-being and were more likely to have resilient responses (i.e., positive, 
perseverant, and responsible) to emotionally difficult sport-scenarios compared with 
debilitating coping reactions (i.e., ruminative, avoidant, and self-critical).  Interestingly, 
young female athletes with a reported fear of self-compassion displayed significantly 
lower ratings of eudaimonia in sport.  Hesitation towards generating compassion towards 
one’s self for fear of passivity, self-pity, or letting go of self-criticism as a motivator has 
been confirmed as a primary barrier for both athlete and non-athlete samples to embrace 
this potential coping resource (Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, & Sabiston, 2014; Gilbert, 




generalizability are limited due to Ferguson et al.’s (2015) correlational design and 
homogenous US sample (i.e., 94.89% Caucasian), overall findings demonstrating the 
benefit of self-compassion when responding to emotionally distressful events provide the 
promise of an alternative and healthier relationship to self for athletes when dealing with 
shame-inducing challenges in sport.   
  Recent cross-sectional, correlational studies of self-compassion within the US 
have investigated the relationship between self-compassion and various constructs 
associated with resilience to adverse sport experiences, including perfectionistic 
tendencies and injury-related stress (Huysmans & Clement, 2017; Lizmore, Dunn, & 
Causgrove Dunn, 2017).  Given past research within both sport and clinical samples 
demonstrating shame as a core feature of fear of failure (e.g., McGregor & Eliot, 2005; 
Sagar & Stoeber, 2009), it is important to highlight that perfectionism (i.e., self-worth 
based on exceedingly high standards for outcome performance) has also been associated 
with heightened fear of failure for athletes and maladaptive coping with personal 
mistakes in competition (Crocker, Gaudreau, Mosewich, & Kljajic, 2014; Dunn, 
Causgrove Dunn, Gamache, & Holt, 2014).  Perfectionistic reactivity to perceived failure 
in sport may lead athletes to experience cognitive (e.g., rumination on the belief “I am a 
failure”), physiological (e.g., sympathetic nervous system response to threat, i.e., flight or 
freeze), and social (e.g., withdrawal or avoidance of others) consequences of shame (Flett 
& Hewitt, 2016).    
 Lizmore et al.’s (2017) correlational study of 239 mixed gender college team 




after making mistakes) were negatively associated with self-compassion while 
perfectionistic strivings (i.e., pursuing high performance standards) were positively 
associated with self-compassion.  Additionally, while perfectionistic concerns were 
negatively associated with self-compassion, these reactive concerns to mistakes or 
perceived failure were positively associated with greater rumination and pessimism.  
Given the correlational, cross-sectional design, Lizmore et al. (2017) could not infer how 
these perfectionistic dimensions (i.e., concerns and strivings) influence levels of self-
compassion, rumination, or pessimism following adverse sport events.  Nonetheless, it 
appears that cultivating an attitude of compassion and connection in relation to one’s self, 
following athletic hardship may support moving towards growth versus maladaptive 
responses connected with shame experiences in sport. 
 Collegiate student-athletes experience great levels of stress given overwhelming 
physical and psychosocial demands (Etzel, 2009), which can lead to damaging outcomes 
including potential for injury (Johnson & Ivarsson, 2013).  Through cross-sectional, 
correlational design, Huysman and Clement (2017) determined that collegiate team sport 
athletes (i.e., men’s American football, women’s soccer, and women’s volleyball) with 
greater self-compassion reported significantly less somatic anxiety and worry, as well as 
less avoidance-based strategies (i.e., denial, withdrawal, distraction) when coping with 
stress.  Though these relationships with constructs associated with injury risk were 
significantly inverse in relationship with self-compassion, regression modeling did not 
reveal significant differences in frequency of injury.  Though Huysman and Clement 




this pioneering study was the first to investigate the coping benefits of self-compassion to 
address collegiate athletes’ stress and vulnerability to injury.  Consistent with Lizmore et 
al. (2017) and Ferguson et al. (2015), self-compassion may foster emotion-focused 
strategies (i.e., mindful acceptance of distress, positive reframing through self-kindness) 
to cope with sport adversity leading to further determination towards growth rather than 
experiential avoidance.  Generalizability of Huysman and Clement’s (2017) conclusions 
is restricted to the US Division II collegiate team sport sample and one-time capture of 
athlete’s coping resources and injury risk during pre-season.  Similar to all previous 
correlational studies of self-compassion in sport, only conceptual inferences of how 
athletes use self-compassion to cope with the demands of the competitive context can be 
made and are confined to the study of largely homogenous US samples.   
 Consistent with Neff and Germer’s (2017) future recommendations to study the 
development of self-compassion across diverse cultural identities, Jeon, Lee, and Kwon 
(2016) represents one of the few investigations within sport to explore self-compassion 
with a non-US sample of athletes.  Over 300 high school and college-aged elite athletes 
(male and female) registered with the Korean Olympic Committee participated in Jeon et 
al.’s (2016) cross-sectional, correlational study, revealing that athlete’s ratings of self-
compassion partially mediated the association between social support and well-being.  
Jeon et al. (2016) suggested that perceived social support might influence one’s self-
compassion given the evaluative context of relationships.  In turn, elite athletes with 
greater levels of self-compassion based on perceived social support may have the ability 




more positive affect, leading to greater well-being.  Despite the lack of inclusion of 
performance-related measures and inference on how self-compassion may impact 
responses to mistakes or failures, Jeon et al. ’s (2016) study was the first study to explore 
the impact of self-compassion with a non-US sample, suggesting this protective 
emotional coping resource may be present cross-culturally.  In addition, Jeon et al.’s 
(2016) findings suggest the importance of perceived social support (e.g., teammates, 
coaches, family) for elite athletes to develop self-compassion in such a hyper evaluative 
climate.  Given these promising findings on self-compassion in sport by Jeon et al. (2016) 
and previously reviewed cross-sectional, correlational studies, the question remains to 
whether self-compassion can be enhanced as a coping resource for athletes dealing with 
difficulty.   
Self-Compassion in Sport: Intervention Studies 
Brief Self-Compassion Interventions in Sport 
 Following Mosewich et al.’s (2011) landmark study indicating the benefits of 
self-compassion for young women athletes, Mosewich, Crocker, Kowalski, and 
DeLongis (2013) implemented a 7-day self-compassion intervention with female 
collegiate varsity athletes in North America to explore the impact of this coping resource 
on constructs of performance and well-being.  Based on Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, and 
Hancock’s (2007) experimental intervention study of self-compassion, Mosewich et al. 
(2013) provided a brief psychoeducation session followed by a self-compassion writing 
induction with 5 exercises to completed over a 7-day period.  The exercises included 




three facets of self-compassion (i.e., common humanity, self-kindness, and mindfulness) 
to relate to this challenging experience through a loving, connected, and balanced 
narrative.   
 Through a randomized control trial design, results revealed that young women 
athletes who engaged in the self-compassion intervention reported significant increases in 
self-compassion with decreases in state self-criticism, state rumination, and concern over 
mistakes.  Additional analyses demonstrated that the intervention had a moderate-to-large 
effect size up to one month following the intervention.  A clear strength of Mosewich et 
al.’s (2013) investigation rests on methodological rigor through a standardized protocol, 
random assignment to improve similarity, and an attentional control group.  
Generalizability of these findings is encouraging and highlight the impact of self-
compassion through a low dosage intervention with a cost-sensitive, easily deliverable 
format (i.e., 5-exercise booklet), matching the schedule demands of collegiate athletes.  
Despite these strengths, future program differentiation to understand the critical 
mechanisms of this intervention and the qualitative impact according to athlete 
participants’ experience may clarify the efficacy of self-compassion inductions in sport.  
In addition, this sample of young women athletes self-identified as more critical 
following mistakes or setbacks, which leaves future investigations to explore self-
compassion with other athlete samples. 
 Reis and colleagues’ (2015) two-phase RCT investigation comparing self-
compassion and self-esteem writing inductions represents the only other empirical 




design.  In phase one, Reis et al. (2015) found that young women athletes (ages range 
between 14-25 years) higher in self-compassion were more likely to respond to both 
hypothetically distressing events in sport (e.g., responsible for a team’s loss) and recalled 
adverse sport events with significantly greater adaptive thoughts (e.g., “everyone has a 
bad day now and then”) and coping behaviors (e.g., “I gave myself time to come to terms 
with it”).  As demonstrated by Mosewich et al. (2011), athletes’ self-compassion was a 
significant predictor of beneficial coping with sport adversity beyond self-esteem.  While 
generalizability of these findings is limited by homogenous sample demographics (i.e., 
93.1% self-identified as Caucasian), Reis and colleagues’ (2015) phase one results 
indicate that trait self-compassion in athletes may support emotional resilience to 
eventual hardship in the sport context.  To better understand how coaches, practitioners, 
and athletes themselves could foster self-compassionate states following emotionally 
distressful sport experiences, Reis et al. (2015) included a phase two investigation 
through a brief intervention. 
 Like Mosewich et al. (2013), Reis and colleagues (2015) utilized Leary et al.’s 
(2007) induction protocols for their three-armed intervention design in phase two, which 
included self-compassion, self-esteem, and control writing groups.  Athletes in the self-
compassion condition responded to a hypothetical failure in sport (e.g., responsible for a 
team’s loss) by writing about the event using the three facets of self-compassion, 
expressing support for themselves as if they were writing to a close friend.  Comparably, 
athletes in the self-esteem condition were prompted to write about their own positive 




athletes in the control group were directed to respond to the scenario and “really let go 
and explore their deepest emotions” (Leary et al., 2007; p. 900).  Contrary to initial 
hypotheses, when phase one levels of trait self-compassion were controlled for, there was 
no significant predictor of adaptive thought or behavioral coping responses to adversity 
across the conditions.  In fact, initial levels of self-compassion were the only significant 
predictor for young women athletes facing an emotionally distressful sport event, 
regardless of induction type.  These unexpected findings from Reis and colleagues (2015) 
indicate that future research is necessary to explore dosage and understand the 
mechanisms of fostering self-compassion, particularly with athlete populations, where 
bringing kindness to self maybe countercultural to the performance ethic pervasive in this 
competitive context (i.e., self-kindness leads to mediocrity).  While a true control group 
may have improved Reis et al.’s (2015) design and led to more clarity of their 
intervention findings, these researchers demonstrated the continued significance of self-
compassion in sport as a trait-based coping style when responding to adversity.  Though 
Mosewich et al. (2013) and Reis et al. (2015) represent the only empirical studies of brief 
self-compassion training in sport, other mindfulness-based interventions (MBI’s) in sport 
have incorporated self-compassion in their treatment protocols in an attempt to foster 
resilience and performance excellence for athletes.   
Self-Compassion in Mindfulness-Based Interventions (MBI’s) in Sport 
 Mindfulness and acceptance-based interventions (MBI’s) to support athlete 
performance and well-being have been formally investigated for nearly two decades 




integrated self-compassion as a complementary coping strategy to mindfulness practices.  
So what can athletes do when they are not distracted during performance, but instead, 
dealing with a moment of intense suffering in their sport?  As contended by Baltzell 
(2016), “helping performers with emotional tolerance via practices of self-compassion is 
a pathway to support athletes becoming more mindful and fully engaged in moment-to-
moment experience and ultimately perform better” (pp. 53-54).   
 Mindfulness Meditation for Sport (MMTS) represents one MBI in sport that has 
incorporated compassion-based practices from its inception.  Qualitative results from the 
initial Mindfulness Meditation for Sport (MMTS) program, which included compassion-
focused meditations, demonstrated that collegiate women’s soccer players improved 
capacity to accept and experience difficult emotions, leading to improved focus on the 
field (Baltzell, Caraballo, Chipman, & Hayden, 2014).  In addition, higher order themes 
from MMTS concluded that the development of caring thoughts for self and team helped 
to inspire and unify teammates throughout the season (Baltzell et al., 2014).  Benefits of 
MMTS extended to three coaches who took part in the program, reporting an increased 
awareness of players’ emotional reactivity and observed improvement in players’ 
emotional resilience following mistakes in competition (Baltzell, Chipman, Hayden, & 
Bowman, 2015).  Given these promising results, Baltzell and Summers (2016) developed 
Mindfulness Meditation Training for Sport 2.0 (MMTS 2.0) and intentionally identified 
distress tolerance  (i.e., “being able to contain, stay with, and tolerate complex and high 
levels of emotion, rather than avoid, fearfully divert from, close down, contradict, 




specific use of exercises to promote athlete self-compassion throughout the intervention.  
Adopted from the Mindful Self-Compassion program (MSC; Neff & Germer, 2013) and 
Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT; Gilbert, 2009b), MMTS 2.0 includes loving-
kindness meditation, compassionate imagery, and other self-compassion exercises in 
support of athletes’ coping with debilitating thoughts and emotions prior to, during, or 
after performance (see Baltzell & Summers, 2018, for full treatment protocol).   
 Through a quasi-experiment, pre- and post-test design evaluating the MMTS 2.0 
program, Baltzell, Diehl, and Cote (in press) found significant increases in self-reported 
self-compassion for US Division I collegiate golfers and international badminton athletes 
following completion of the 6-week intervention.  Importantly, athletes’ reported self-
compassion was significantly associated with greater flow and satisfaction with life, and 
less sport anxiety (Baltzell, Diehl, & Cote, in press).  In addition, a qualitative 
investigation of MMTS 2.0 with Division I collegiate tennis athletes revealed that 
“bringing kindness to self on the court” was a higher order performance strategy found 
useful by these performers in managing emotional distress or adversity (Cote, Baltzell, & 
Diehl, 2019).  Though the quasi-experimental design from the quantitative evaluation of 
MMTS 2.0 and sample demographics for the qualitative exploration of MMTS 2.0 may 
limit generalizability and conceptual transferability, these initial results indicate that self-
compassion may be enhanced through longer-term MBI’s in sport, which in turn might be 
helpful in fostering performance improvement and well-being.  
 Another manualized MBI in sport available for public use, Mindful Sport 




& Pineau, 2017) has demonstrated encouraging findings towards athlete performance and 
well-being.  MSPE’s 6 module protocol (1.5 weekly hours of didactic and applied 
practice per module) is based upon Mindfulness-Bases Stress Reduction (MBSR; Kabat-
Zinn, 1990) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT; Segal, Williams, & 
Teasdale, 2002) to promote sport-specific mindful attention and awareness.  
Nonrandomized evaluations of MSPE have demonstrated significant increases in 
mindfulness and dispositional optimism (Kaufman et al., 2009), decreases in sport 
anxiety (De Petrillo, Kaufman, Glass, & Arnkoff, 2009), and long-term improvements in 
performance associated with sustained meditation training (Thompson, Kaufman, De 
Petrillo, Glass, & Arnkoff, 2011).  Following these initial findings, Pineau (2014) sought 
to include self-compassion within the 6-week MSPE protocol (MSPE-SC), specifically 
investigating the impact on body image and disordered eating for long-distance runners in 
a randomized control design.  Pineau’s (2014) MSPE-SC contains nearly an identical 
structure to MSPE while integrating Neff’s (2003a) conceptualization of self-compassion, 
specifically engendering self-kindness and recognition of common humanity during 
meditation practices (e.g., compassionate body scan, recognition of teammates’ abilities 
during walking meditation, loving-kindness meditation).   
 Though post-workshop correlational results indicated no significant group 
differences in mindfulness and self-compassion for Division I collegiate long-distance 
runners randomly assigned to MSPE, MSPE-SC, and no treatment control, Pineau (2014) 
concluded that barriers to effective implementation might have confounded findings.  




intervention fidelity in sport are a challenging reality faced by practitioners (Cote et al., 
2019).  In addition, as posited by Pineau (2014), the complexity of athlete’s self-reported 
characteristics within the dynamic ecology of their sport context makes it difficult to 
distill the impact of interventions.  Given the inconsistency in dosage and treatment 
protocols across self-compassion interventions in sport (e.g., Mosewich et al., 2013; Reis 
et al., 2015), Pineau’s (2014) inconclusive findings contribute to a greater empirical 
question of how athletes understand self-compassion and the specific mechanisms that 
foster this coping resource in times of emotional distress.  Mixed method or qualitative 
investigations of self-compassion in sport may better address gaining a full understanding 
of the needs of athletes when coping with emotional distress and how they view self-
compassion as a potential coping resource. 
Self-Compassion in Sport: Mixed Methods and Qualitative Studies 
 Beginning with Sutherland et al.’s (2014) narrative study of young women 
athletes’ experience of sport-related emotional pain and self-compassion, researchers in 
sport and performance psychology have begun to explore the lived experience of inner 
compassion towards psychological suffering in sport.  Through a two-phase qualitative 
design, Sutherland et al. (2014) interviewed six young women athletes (15-24 years) 
competing at the national and international level about their experiences of failure in 
sport (phase I) followed by later interviews of athlete’s reflexive photography 
documenting their experiences of emotional pain related to sport failure (phase II).  After 
exploring the content, process, and meaning of athletes’ photographed experiences of 




framework, Sutherland et al. (2014) presented a 3-minute psychoeducational video on 
self-compassion.  The final part of phase II explored how self-compassion as a potential 
coping resource impacted athletes’ responses to sport-related failure.   
 Higher order themes across women athletes’ narratives revealed a shared feeling 
of detachment and aloneness following experiences of sport failure, consistent with 
grounded theory studies of shame with non-sport samples (e.g., Brown, 2006) and 
inductive research on shame experiences in sport (Hofseth et al., 2016).  To cope with 
their emotional distress, athletes indicated that sharing their perceived failures with others 
acted as a form of common humanity, consistent with Neff’s (2003a) conceptualization 
of self-compassion.  Aligned with Brown’s (2006) SRT, shining a light on perceived 
failures or inadequacies that induce shame experience by speaking shame to others is a 
critical step towards cultivating emotional resilience in these moments of suffering.  
Athletes also shared that a mindful awareness of their distressing thoughts and emotions 
allowed them to assuage further self-criticism, consistent with the balanced attention of 
Neff’s (2003a) definition of self-compassion.  Despite the promising recognition of self-
compassion as a resource during athlete distress, athletes also recognized perceived 
barriers to self-kindness in sport, as one athlete concluded: “if you are too self-
compassionate you are always going to be fine with good enough...if I am too self-
compassionate, I’m not going to ever achieve that above exceptional kind of thing” 
(Sutherland et al., 2014; p. 511).  This incongruity between athlete’s recognition of the 
lack of self-compassion as central to their experiences of emotional suffering coupled 




theme throughout athletes’ narratives.  Although transferability of Sutherland et al.’s 
(2014) findings are limited by specific sample characteristics and athletes’ unfamiliarity 
with self-compassion prior to the study, the depth of understanding how athletes cope 
with perceived failure in sport and the potential role of self-compassion through narrative 
design is a clear strength.  Future qualitative research exploring self-compassion in sport 
may benefit from purposively interviewing athletes with high trait self-compassion or 
following a self-compassion intervention. 
 In response to this gap in the research, Ingstrup et al. (2017) identified ten 
Canadian varsity women athletes at the college level who reported high trait self-
compassion and explored how they became self-compassionate through interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2003).  Following administration of Neff’s 
(2003b) SCS, athletes high in trait self-compassion were invited to a two-phase interview 
process with the initial interview exploring the following topics: coping experiences with 
sport-related adversity, explanation of the SCS and initial reactions to being identified as 
highly self-compassionate, and how athletes perceived they developed self-compassion in 
their sport experience.  Follow-up interviews were conducted three weeks later and 
allowed for further exploration of the athletes’ evolving understanding of the role of self-
compassion in their sport life.  Analysis revealed both intrapersonal and interpersonal 
origins in support of fostering athlete self-compassion.   
 Convergent themes indicated that these athletes learned to self-reflect on 
perceived adversity in sport in a balanced and mindful way, helping them to learn from 




that caring adults (i.e., family, coaches, and sport psychologists) were significant models 
of emotional resilience and positive appraisals following sport-related challenges, which 
became internalized as self-compassionate responses to future hardship.  Aligned with 
Miller and Stiver’s (1997) RCT, athletes were able to integrate self-compassion towards 
their own psychological well-being through caring and connected relationships.  Since 
sport-related adversity can cause relational trauma or disconnection (e.g., humiliation, 
blame, isolation), it will be important for future research to continue to consider the 
dynamic interpersonal context in which athletes may learn self-compassion, which is 
antithetical to the performance ethic in Western sport.  Although Ingstrup et al.’s (2017) 
findings are limited in transferability based on purposive sampling and sample 
demographics (i.e., participants identified as women, primarily Caucasian), clear 
strengths center on being the first study to explore the developmental factors of self-
compassion in sport.  As future qualitative research in sport may continue to discover 
how athletes cultivate self-compassion, additional aims are needed to grasp when self-
compassion is helpful in sport and the underlying mechanisms of this coping process. 
 Using a mixed method design, Ferguson et al. (2014) were the first to investigate 
if and when self-compassion supports young women athletes, specifically towards their 
greater eudaimonic well-being (i.e., psychological flourishing).  In the quantitative arm of 
Ferguson et al. (2014), correlational analyses of athletes’ self-report measures revealed a 
significant positive relationship between self-compassion and eudaimonic well-being, as 
well as athletes’ self-compassion positively associated with self-determination, initiative, 




by Leary et al. (2007) and Allen and Leary (2010), athletes high in self-compassion may 
assume responsibility to grow from sport-related adversity due to generated emotional 
safety from harsh self-criticism.   
 Ferguson et al. (2014) followed this initial quantitative investigation through a 
collective case analysis (Stake, 1995) of 11 young women athletes to inductively explore 
the role of self-compassion in sport and how this coping resource might impact greater 
sport potential.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted using the following format: 
discussion of sport-related challenge, psychoeducational introduction to self-compassion, 
discussion of the role of self-compassion related to previously identified sport adversity, 
and a final discussion exploring the impact of self-compassion with athletes’ eudaimonic 
well-being (i.e., potential in sport).  Themes of athletes’ case studies suggested self-
compassion may be a helpful resource in response to mistakes in competition and 
recovery from injury, fostering compassion in the face of emotional distress to then focus 
on other coping strategies within athlete’s locus of control (e.g., competitive adjustment, 
modify training plan).  In terms of how self-compassion serves as a protective resource, 
athletes further expressed that self-compassion may prevent negative spirals of emotional 
ill-being through subthemes of positivity, perseverance, responsibility, and a counterforce 
to rumination.  Consistent with Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) broaden-and-build theory of 
positive emotions, athletes’ self-compassionate responses to adversity fosters positive 
emotions (i.e., self-kindness) and a broadened, balanced awareness (i.e., common 
humanity, mindfulness), which reciprocally lead to positive upward spirals in approach-




 Together with these encouraging results, young women athletes also indicated 
hesitancy towards embracing self-compassion, particularly if this stance towards sport-
related adversity would lead to passivity or complacency.  Athletes also stated that some 
self-criticism may be helpful towards growth whereas kind self-attitude may prevent 
improvement.  Unlike Ingstrup et al. (2017), Ferguson et al. (2014) did not specifically 
recruit young women athletes who were high in trait self-compassion.  Therefore, these 
reported fears towards self-compassion might be better understood through additional 
quantitative data about participants’ current trait levels in self-compassion (e.g., SCS; 
Neff, 2003b).  Ferguson et al.’s (2014) mixed method investigation is also limited in 
generalizability through a cross-sectional, correlational design for its quantitative arm, 
and narrowed in transferability by sample characteristics (i.e., young, Caucasian women) 
consistent with previous qualitative studies of self-compassion in sport.  Additionally, 
athletes’ understanding of self-compassionate responses to sport-related adversity was 
suppositional rather than based on current self-compassionate practices.  Future inductive 
research on self-compassion in sport might seek to understand how athletes actively 
practicing self-compassion use this coping resource and protective self-attitude. 
Self-Compassion in Sport: Future Directions 
 Despite the exponential growth in the study of bringing kindness to oneself since 
Neff’s (2003a) seminal investigation, self-compassion remains in its nascent empirical 
stage in clinical psychology, and even more so for sport and performance psychology 
since Mosewich et al.’s (2011) first investigation.  Based on correlational, intervention-




psychological resource for athletes, particularly when facing adversity that causes 
emotional distress.  Despite these initial findings, there are many avenues for future 
research in self-compassion in sport in order to fully understand if, when, for whom, and 
how this intrapersonal coping resource may benefit athlete performance and promote 
greater well-being. 
 Aligned with Neff and Germer’s (2017) suggestions for future empirical 
opportunities in clinical and social psychology, there is a need to better understand 
developmental and group differences in trait self-compassion within the sport context, 
how mindfulness and self-compassion as constructs and coping strategies are 
conceptualized and integrated within training for athletes, and further progress in 
empirically-supported self-compassion interventions to address specific needs of athletes.  
First, similar to efforts investigating group differences in trait mindfulness and flow in 
elite athletes (Cathcart, McGregor, & Groundwater, 2014), there is a need to expand the 
research base for trait self-compassion differences outside of the most consistently 
examined sample demographic, American young women athletes participating in high 
school or collegiate sport (e.g., Mosewich et al., 2011; Reis et al., 2015).  Given the 
perceived barriers and even fear of self-compassion by young women athletes (e.g., 
Ferguson et al., 2014), it will be critical to foster a greater understanding of not only trait 
differences across various group characteristics (e.g., developmental age, sport type, 
gender, cultural differences), but also how self-compassion is comprehended throughout 
these contexts and intersections of identity.   




from greater conceptual integration and comprehension of mindfulness and self-
compassion towards athlete performance and flourishing.  Though mindfulness is an 
operationalized component of self-compassion, there is a lack of research in how 
athletes’ previous understanding or exposure to mindfulness may influence how they 
view self-compassion.  In addition, practitioners in sport and performance psychology 
may need a clearer conceptualized lens of the benefits of self-compassion within MBI’s 
and other psychological skills training in sport.  As written by Baltzell (2016), “self-
compassion may be the missing piece of the puzzle” in MBI’s sport, allowing athletes a 
way to relate to their emotional pain prior to mindfully attending to these distressing 
thoughts and emotions.  Further posited by Baltzell and Diehl’s (2017) Mindfulness-
Flow-Performance Model in Sport, self-compassion towards sport dukkha or suffering 
(i.e., performance anxiety, harsh self-criticism, fear, shame) may facilitate an athlete’s 
ability to return to mindful awareness of task-relevant cues, leading to precursors for flow 
or performance excellence.  Hopefully, future research testing these frameworks may 
continue to develop a nuanced and relevant approach to self-compassion-influenced 
interventions in sport. 
 In turn, one final aim of both sport-based self-compassion research and self-
compassion in clinical psychology is the growth of empirically-supported protocols based 
on specific areas of need for participants.  Currently, results are mixed regarding the 
impact of brief self-compassion interventions in sport (Mosewich et al., 2013; Reis et al., 
2015) with the emergence of self-compassion being more formally integrated within 




there has been only one formal treatment protocol specifically designed to foster self-
compassion for people experiencing clinical distress. Neff and Germer’s (2013) 8-week 
training program called Mindful Self-Compassion (MSC) has demonstrated beneficial 
impact for participants including significant increases in self-compassion, compassion for 
others, and mindfulness, as well as significant decreases in stress, anxiety, and trauma-
related symptomology through an RCT design.  While different approaches to 
introducing and teaching self-compassion to athletes and performers are growing (e.g., 
Rodriguez & Ebbeck, 2015) and may benefit from efforts outside of sport and 
performance psychology, there still remains little consensus regarding the efficacy of 
current interventions and what specific issues these interventions may support with 
athletes and performers.  Overall, Baltzell’s (2016) call to action might best summarize 
the spirit of future research in self-compassion in sport: “as researchers and practitioners 
in the field of sport psychology, we owe more to athletes and performers than just helping 
them learn to jump higher or perform better – the quality of their experience matters too” 
(p. 73).  Given the devastating internal impact of shame-inducing experiences for athletes 
and performers, further empirical investigation of self-compassion may provide a way to 
respond to this emotional suffering.   
Intersection of Shame and Self-Compassion in Sport 
 Returning to the experience of the women’s basketball player, what can she do 
following a missed shot at the end of the game and the felt sense of not being good 
enough, wanting to hide and withdraw due to overwhelming affective pain?  In 




connected presence to sport-related suffering, such as this player’s shame, may allow her 
to bring comfort to this internal dis-ease and respond in an adaptive way (i.e., practice her 
shot to improve her chances for next opportunity).  To date, only one study (Fontana, Fry, 
& Cramer, 2017) has explored the relationship between shame and self-compassion in 
sport.  Given the performance challenges (i.e., emotional suffering prior to, during, or 
after competition) and psychosocial consequences (i.e., avoidance, dropout) of shame in 
sport with the promise of emotional resilience through self-compassion, more research is 
necessary to support participants in a “be at your best or you are not enough” sport 
environment. 
 In accordance with Miller and Stiver’s (1997) RCT and past research on fear of 
failure in sport (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009), shame may be at the core of fear – the fear of 
disconnection or separation (i.e., “I’m worthless,” “I’m a fraud,” “I’m unlovable”) from 
others (e.g., teammates, coaches, family, friends).  Athletes can reconnect to themselves 
and eventually to others through the three components of self-compassion (i.e., self-
kindness, common humanity, mindfulness).  Aligned with Germer and Neff’s (2015) 
framework for self-compassionate coping for trauma survivors, the three facets of self-
compassion (i.e., self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) correspondingly 
assuage traumatic stress responses turned inward, specifically self-criticism, self-
isolation, and rumination.  As noted by Germer (2018), shame and the wish to be cared 
for and connected can be viewed as two sides of the same coin.  When feeling “not 
enough,” athletes who engender a self-compassionate relationship to their experience 




self-kindness (e.g., “you are courageous to take the last shot”) can ease self-criticism and 
bring warmth to ruminative negative thoughts; common humanity (e.g., “all great players 
feel the weight of missing a game-winning shot”) can lessen one’s urge to isolate and 
hide when feeling shame, broadening one’s interconnectedness with the universality of 
shame in sport; and lastly, mindfulness may bring a balanced, equanimous presence to 
assuage ruminative thoughts, attending to these thoughts as mental states rather than a 
fixed reality (i.e., “I am noticing unhelpful thoughts” versus “I am a failure”). 
 Empirical evidence from clinical and social psychology has confirmed these 
coping processes and demonstrated that self-compassion soothes the ego-threat system so 
common in shame-inducing experiences (Johnson & O’Brien, 2013).  Correlational and 
mediation analyses from over 300 Canadian undergraduate students found that self-
reported self-compassion was negatively associated with depressive symptoms, with 
shame-proneness as a significant mediator (Johnson & O’Brien, 2013).  Following these 
cross-sectional findings, Johnson and O’Brien (2013) randomly assigned students high in 
shame-proneness to three intervention arms, which were completed three times in one 
week: self-compassionate writing of a shame-inducing experience, emotion-focused 
writing of a shame-inducing experience, and a control, no writing condition.  Importantly, 
participants who engaged in the self-compassionate writing demonstrated significant 
decreases in shame-proneness and depressive symptoms, with medium effect sizes.  
Though generalizability of findings is limited due to the homogenous sample (i.e., 
majority of students identified as Canadian, Caucasian, female undergrad students) and 




(2013) RCT results indicate that self-compassion may be an effective feature in reducing 
shame-proneness.  When an athlete’s sense of self (i.e., ego-ideal) is challenged in 
shame-inducing sport experiences, self-compassion might provide a comforting presence 
that holds the pieces of one’s self throughout the shame-coping process.  
 Additional research on shame and self-compassion from clinical psychology has 
further confirmed the benefits of a self-compassionate attitude towards one’s propensity 
to experience shame (Reilly, Rochlen, & Awad, 2014; Woods & Proeve, 2014).  
Involving undergraduate students from a South Australian university, Woods & Proeve 
(2014) found that frequency of meditation practice significantly predicted increases in 
mindfulness, self-compassion, and lower shame-proneness.  In addition, using a 
community-based and university student sample from the Southwest US, Reilly et al. 
(2014) concluded that participants who identified as heterosexual cis gender men and had 
higher levels of self-compassion reported significantly lower trait shame as well as lower 
adherence to traditional, masculine gender norms.  Though both of these studies are 
limited by cross-sectional and correlational design, Woods & Proeve (2014) and Reilly et 
al. (2014) portray a clear link between self-compassion as a potential antidote to 
experiences of shame.  Strikingly, in contrast to the vast majority of self-compassion 
research in sport, Reilly et al.’s (2014) investigation of self-compassion with an entire 
sample of participants identifying as male revealed the potential gendered barriers of this 
coping resource.  For people who relate strongly with masculine norms, engendering a 
sense of kindness or comfort for one’s self may seem like a violation of one’s valued 




gendered norms centered on hegemonic masculinity pervade this socially constructed 
context (Coakley, 2016).  Future research is necessary to expand the current study of self-
compassion across gendered identities in sport to further support athletes who may be 
more vulnerable to shame-inducing experiences.    
 Despite the likely benefits of self-compassion towards pernicious experiences of 
shame in sport found in clinical and social psychology, only one study in sport and 
performance psychology has indirectly explored the relationship between self-
compassion and shame in the athletic context (Fontana, Fry, & Cramer, 2017).  Adult 
recreational athletes participating in a Wiffle Ball tournament reported that the fear of 
experiencing shame (using the PFAI; Conroy, 2004) was significantly correlated with 
high levels of ego-involving motivational climate (i.e., outcome/winning is primary goal) 
and lower levels of self-compassion.  Since shame in sport has been defined as an 
athlete’s failure to live up to their ego-ideal (Lazarus, 2000), competitive environments 
that emphasize performance-based worth (i.e., “winning equals self-worth”) may lead to 
greater propensity for shame and less inclination to bring warm or kindness to one’s sport 
experience.   
 Though Fontana et al.’s (2017) overarching result through canonical correlational 
analysis revealed that athletes’ perceived motivational climate had no significant 
association with self-compassion, the previous descriptive analyses indicate promising 
conceptual relationships between self-compassion, shame, and motivational climate for 
future study.  Given how embedded the performance ethic (i.e., worth is based on being 




practitioners to continue to find ways that athletes can better cope with ubiquitous shame-
inducing experience.  While self-compassion may be an effective response to shame in 
sport, more research investigating the mechanisms of this interrelationship is necessary to 
better support athlete’s emotional resilience.  
Chapter Summary 
 When self-worth is based on the scoreboard, athletes may inevitably face ‘not 
enough,’ shame-inducing experiences in their sport.  Shame can lead to performance 
deficits and even withdrawal from sport (Elison & Partridge, 2012; Hofseth et al., 2015).  
Self-compassionate responses to emotional suffering for athletes have garnered recent 
empirical support as an effective coping resource (Mosewich et al., 2013); however, only 
one study to date has attempted to explore the relationship between shame and self-
compassion in sport (Fontana et al., 2017).  Given this line of research is in its infancy 
stage, exploring the experience of shame and shame resilience from both a quantitative 
and qualitative lens including the potential benefit of self-compassion for athletes may be 
a necessary first step in this critical empirical inquiry.    




CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
Purpose of this Study 
 Given the dearth of current research on shame resilience and self-compassion in 
sport, the purpose of this study was to explore how college student-athletes experience 
and cope with shame-inducing events in their sport.  Due to the lack of empirical 
knowledge in the field of sport and performance psychology, this study was exploratory 
in nature, in an attempt to more fully understand shame resilience in US college athletics.  
A secondary aim of this study was to understand the impact of various intrapersonal and 
interpersonal factors as potential resources or barriers to shame resilience for US college 
student-athletes. 
Research Questions 
 The primary research question aligned with the overall study aim: how do US 
college student-athletes experience and cope with shame-inducing events in their sport?   
 In addition to this primary research question, the following sub questions were 
pursued as well to further explore the intrapersonal and interpersonal resources or barriers 
to shame resilience for this population:   
(1) How does identity (i.e., gender, athletic role) impact sport-based shame for US 
college student-athletes?  
(2) How does self-compassion impact sport-based shame for US college student-
athletes? 
(3) How does team climate (i.e., ego versus task motivation, sense of belonging) 




(4) What is the impact of sport-based shame on psychological needs satisfaction 
(i.e., competence, autonomy, and relatedness) for US college student-
athletes? 
Rationale for Method of Inquiry 
 A mixed methods approach to inquiry was selected given the exploratory aim of 
the study’s purpose and as a practical response to best understand the multifaceted nature 
of shame resilience for college student-athletes.  Due to the lack of empirical literature on 
shame resilience in sport and the need for more complete and corroborated results, 
mixed-methods is best suited for research design since one data source may be 
inadequate to answer the overarching research question (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).  
With that aim and in accordance with Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) integrated with 
Gibson’s (2016) discussion of mixed-methods use in sport and exercise, this study used a 
“complementarity design” to generate a “broader understanding” (p. 387) of sport-based 
shame resilience for college student-athletes through quantitative and qualitative data 
collection and analysis.  To best support this shame-prone population, a parallel-
databases, convergent mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) was 
implemented through collection and analysis of both quantitative survey data and 
qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with US college student-athletes to 
answer the central research question of how college student-athletes cope with shame in 




Paradigm of Inquiry 
 Though controversy and caution exist in the sport and exercise literature 
regarding the potential epistemological incongruence of mixed-methods design (Sparkes, 
2015), Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) argue for a dialectical stance of pragmatism, 
which states that the research question is more important than the philosophical 
worldview or chosen methods that may guide it.  Therefore, pragmatism relies on diverse 
methodological approaches that value both objective and subjective knowledge leading to 
‘what works’ in answering the central research question.  This study’s parallel-databases, 
convergent mixed-methods design exists within a dialectical epistemological framework 
of pragmatism that hopes to integrate and advance both post-positivist (quantitative data 
approach) and social constructivist (qualitative data approach) perspectives of shame 
resilience for US college student-athletes. 
Procedure 
  Study procedures began following approval from the Boston University 
institutional review board (BU IRB) to ensure the ethical treatment of human subjects 
who consented to this research project.  This study received exempt status from BU IRB 
prior to recruitment.  See Appendix A for the IRB approved informed consent form. 
Sampling and Recruitment for Data Collection and Generation 
Recruitment for Quantitative Survey Collection 
 Nonprobabilistic, convenience sampling – the selection of available and willing 
participants – was used to recruit active US college student-athletes to take part in the 




for a correlational analysis, rules of thumb for quantitative samples using survey data 
suggest sample sizes between 100 to 150 participants to increase reliability of survey 
estimates (Fowler, 2014).  Though 350 participants is also recommended for a population 
survey (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017), given the exploratory nature of this study’s 
research question, 200 active US college student-athletes was the goal for sampling 
recruitment to the quantitative survey arm of this study. 
 Recruitment of college student-athletes through convenience sampling included 
the following steps: (1) the principal researcher emailed US college coaches and athletic 
directors across the country, including those coaches and administrators that the principal 
research had pre-existing relationships, informing them of this study and its benefits (e.g., 
promoting resilience in student-athletes’ performance and well-being), and asking them if 
they would allow email access to their student-athletes (18 years-old or older) for 
recruitment to this study (see Appendix B for IRB-approved coach/administration 
recruiting email; see Appendix C for IRB-approved study flyer); (2) if coaches and/or 
athletic directors allowed email access to their student-athletes, a recruitment email was 
sent to these student-athletes, informing them of the study and its benefits (e.g., better 
understanding their resilience and coping in sport) (see Appendix D for IRB-approved 
student-athlete recruiting email); (3) if student-athletes responded to this initial 
recruitment email, they received a secure link to access an online web-based quantitative 
survey, which included informed consent; and (4) at the completion of the survey, 
student-athletes were (a) thanked for their participation, (b) notified they have been 




psychoeducational materials as part of their participation, and (c) asked if they would 
want to participate in a semi-structured interview as part of qualitative arm of this study, 
which could include additional benefits to promote their efficacy and sport-based 
resilience as well as an offer of a $25 Amazon gift card for participation in an interview 
(see Appendix E for IRB-approved student-athlete email following survey completion).  
 As previously stated, to encourage participation in this study’s quantitative arm, 
during the recruitment emails, the principal researcher offered participants potential sport 
psychology psychoeducational materials and following the completion of the study, a 
brief psychoeducational write-up of the study’s findings as relevant to coaches and 
athletes.  In addition, college student-athletes were entered into a raffle to receive a $50 
Amazon gift card (1 gift card was awarded for every 25 participants). 
Recruitment for Qualitative Semi-Structured Interview Collection 
 Purposeful (i.e., participants who have potentially experienced the research 
problem) and snowball sampling (i.e., participants recruit future participants) was used to 
recruit active US college student-athletes to take part in the qualitative semi-structured 
interview arm of this study.  While the aim of the quantitative arm of this study was to 
collect and analyze results potentially generalizable to the college student-population, the 
aim of this qualitative arm of the study was to provide depth, richness, and transferability 
of findings to college-student athletes from similar contextual backgrounds (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2017).  In that spirit, sample size for this qualitative arm of the study is to 
approach data saturation; a point in data collection when no new ideas are emerging from 




requisite for this arm.  Nevertheless, as aligned with the socially constructivist and 
phenomenological approach to the central research question (i.e., how do college student-
athletes cope with shame-inducing events in their sport?), the principal research will 
aimed for a range between 10-20 participants in an effort for data saturation as suggested 
by Creswell (2013).   
 As stated above, during step (4c) of recruitment and collection for the quantitative 
survey, college student-athlete participants were asked if they want to participate in a 
semi-structured interview, which would include additional benefits to promote their 
efficacy and sport-based resilience as well as an offer of a $25 Amazon gift card for 
participation in an interview (see Appendix A for IRB-approved student-athlete email 
following survey completion).  For those participants who wish to be interviewed, they 
were (5) sent a secure link to an online informed consent including the purpose of the 
semi-structured interviews, confidentiality, potential risk, and ability to de-consent at any 
time (see Appendix A for IRB-approved student-athlete consent for interview); (6) the 
principal researcher scheduled an interview date and time via phone, Skype, or in-person; 
(7) upon completion of the interview, the participant received a thank you email 
including a link to a $25 online Amazon gift card for their participation, the future 
promise of a brief psychoeducational report of the study’s findings, and encouragement 
to recruit any other teammates or current college student-athletes who they might think 
would be interested in participating (see Appendix E for IRB-approved student-athlete 
email following interview completion).  Once permission was granted from college 





Participants for Online Self-Report Survey 
 Following the recruitment steps outlined above, forty total participants completed 
the online self-report survey for the quantitative data collection arm of this study.  These 
forty participants were recruited through convenience and snowball sampling based on 
the principal researcher’s professional networks (i.e., pre-existing relationships) as well 
as through email communication with NCAA coaches in the Northeast area and sport 
psychology professionals across the country.  Please see Chapter Four for further details 
of participant demographic information. 
Participants for Semi-Structured Interviews 
 Following the recruitment steps outlined above, fifteen total participants 
completed semi-structured interviews for the qualitative data collection arm of this study.  
Though data saturation determines when to complete data collection, these fifteen 
participants will be included for data analysis and subsequent findings due to time 
constraints of the research project.  These fifteen participants were recruited through 
convenience and snowball sampling based on the principal researcher’s professional 
networks (i.e., pre-existing relationships) as well as through email communication with 
NCAA coaches in the Northeast area and sport psychology professionals across the 





Quantitative Data Source: Online Self-Report Survey 
 Please see Appendix F for full survey.  All online survey data and informed 
consents was securely stored through double password protection.  In addition, each 
participant was assigned a random three-digit code to de-identify survey data and protect 
against any breach of confidentiality.  A master list of the three-digit codes and 
participant’s informed consent and identifying information was kept separate from the 
study data through a double-lock system; in a locked cabinet within a locked office.   
Demographic Questionnaire 
 The demographic questionnaire will ask the participants to provide information on 
the gender of the sport in which they compete, age, racial identity, NCAA division level, 
and sport type.   
 The following self-report measures were chosen to correspond to the 
hypothesized model in Figure 5, representing the interrelationship of sport-based shame, 
intrapersonal shame resilience constructs (e.g., athletic identity), and interpersonal shame 
resilience factors (e.g., team motivational climate) based on existing empirical literature.  
In addition, measures were adapted to limit the total number of survey items to enhance 
participant recruitment and respondent stamina during data collection. 
 Shame – Fear of Experiencing Shame and Embarrassment subscale of 
Performance of the Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory (PFAI; Conroy, 
2001).  The Fear of Experiencing Shame and Embarrassment subscale of the 
Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory (PFAI; Conroy et al., 2002) was used to 




aversive consequences of failure with 7 items capturing the Fear of Shame and 
Embarrassment subscale (e.g., “When I am not succeeding, I am less valuable than when 
I succeed”).  Participants rate how strongly they believe each consequence is likely to 
happen to them after failure in competition.  Items are answered on a 5-point scale from 1 
(“do not believe at all”) to 5 (“believe it 100% of the time”).  The Fear of Experiencing 
Shame and Embarrassment subscale from the PFAI was selected to capture shame in 
sport since the conceptualization of shame in this research study is positioned within the 
competitive environment (i.e., following a setback, mistake, or failure in sport).  In 
addition, recent studies in sport psychology have used this subscale to investigate self-
reported shame in sport (Fontana et al., 2017).  With Cronbach’s alphas consistently 
above .70, scores have displayed satisfactory reliability based on previous literature 
(Sagar & Stoeber, 2009).   
 Team Motivational Climate – This measure was constructed by adapting items 
from the Perceived Motivational Climate in Sports Questionnaire (PMCSQ-2; 
Seifriz et al., 1992) with open-ended questions included.  The PMCSQ-2 (Seifriz, Duda, 
& Chi, 1992) assesses participants’ perceptions of the motivational climate on their team. 
The scale was created to measure the extent to which athletes perceive the climate as 
task- (12 items) and ego-involving (9 items).  Individuals respond to the items using a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Examples of items 
include, “On this team, doing better than others is important” (ego) and, “On this team, 
the focus is to improve each game” (task). Researchers have demonstrated reliability 




(Seifriz et al., 1992).  This scale was utilized by Fontana et al. (2017) – the one current 
study to indirectly investigate shame, motivational climate, and self-compassion in sport.   
 For this current study, open-ended items were constructed to capture participants’ 
perception of what is most valued in their sport by themselves (“What matters most to 
you about playing your sport (i.e., what do you value most when playing your sport)?”, 
their teammates (“What matters most to your teammates when playing your sport (i.e., 
what do they value most when playing your sport?”), and their coaches (“What matters 
most to your coach when coaching your sport (i.e., what does your coach value most 
when coaching your sport)?”).  Corresponding to these open-ended items, closed-ended, 
5-point Likert scale items were selected from the PMCSQ-2 to further assess team 
motivational climate across team participants (i.e., study participant, teammates, 
coaches).  Please see Appendix F for the full-adapted measure. 
 Self-Compassion Scale-Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes, Pommier, Neff, & Van 
Gucht, 2011).  Self-compassion will be assessed using the empirically validated short 
form of the self-compassion scale (Raes et al. 2011).  Developed and validated in both 
English and Dutch using multiple samples, the English Self-Compassion Scale—Short 
Form (SCS-SF) total score showed a near-perfect correlation of 0.98 with the long SCS 
total score. Correlations between the long- and short-form subscales (on corresponding 
dimensions) were excellent: 0.89 for self-kindness, 0.90 for self-judgment, 0.91 for 
common humanity, 0.93 for isolation, 0.89 for mindfulness, and r = 0.89 for 
overidentification. However, internal consistencies of the subscales on the short form 




(Raes et al. 2011).  Composed of 12 items assessing 3 positive and 3 negative aspects of 
SC, negatively worded items were reverse scored and averaged into one overall measure 
of SC. Sample items include the following: “When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and 
fixate on everything that’s wrong,” and “When I’m going through a very hard time, I give 
myself the caring and tenderness I need.”  Response options are presented on a Likert 
scale anchored at (1) almost never and (5) almost always.  Higher scores indicate greater 
SC. In this study, the short form demonstrated acceptable reliability with an α = 0.80, and 
the overall sample mean was 3.06 with a standard deviation of 0.73.  As argued by 
Fontana et al. (2017), “it is possible that a self-compassion measure developed for sports 
might better reveal the relationships with the motivational climate,” (p. 108).  Therefore, 
this study will use sport-based stems to make the construct contextualized to the sport 
experience of participants.   
 Athletic Identity – Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS; Brewer & 
Cornelius, 2001; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993).  The Athletic Identity 
Measurement Scale (AIMS) was initially developed and tested for reliability and validity 
as a unidimensional scale (Brewer et al., 1993).  Yet in 2001, Brewer and Cornelius 
(2001) collected data from a large and diverse sample, and the results of their model 
testing revealed that a three-subscale version best fit the data.  This version of the AIMS 
will be used in the current study and consists of seven items split into three subscales: 
exclusivity, social identity and negative affectivity.  Participants will respond to each 
item on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree ).  A 




myself an athlete.”  A sample item from the exclusivity subscale, which has two items, is 
“Sport is the most important part of my life”; and a sample item from the negative 
affectivity subscale, which contains two items, is “I feel bad about myself when I perform 
poorly in sport.”  Higher AIMS scores indicate a stronger identification with the athlete 
role.  The initial development of the AIMS (Brewer et al., 1993) and the subsequent 
analyses to confirm the three-factor structure of the scale (Hale et al., 1999) were 
conducted with samples that consisted of collegiate athletes.  The AIMS seems to be a 
psychometrically sound measure of athletic identity in both American and English-
speaking Hong Kong Chinese populations, showing good overall internal consistency (r 
= 0.81), test-retest reliability (r = 0.89), and convergent validity (r = 0.83; Visek, Hurst, 
Maxwell, & Watson, 2008).  For the current study, the athletic identity measure was 
adapted to limit the total number of survey items to enhance recruitment and support 
respondent stamina.  Participants responded to the following ordinal question to 
understand athletic identity: “Please rank the following parts of your life in order of 
importance, with most important on top” with 1) “academics/career”, 2) 
“sport/performance”, and 3) “social/family/friends” as ranking options.  Please see 
Appendix F for the adapted measure.   
 Perfectionism in Sport – This measure was constructed by selecting two items 
from the Negative Reactions to Nonperfect Performance during Competitions 
subscale of the Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport (MIPS; 
Stoeber, Otto, & Stoll, 2006).  To measure perfectionism within sport competition, the 




Competition subscale were selected: “During competition, I want to do everything 
perfectly” and “ After competition, I am disappointed if my performance was not 
perfect.”  Items are answered on a 5-point scale from 1 (“very unlikely”) to 5 (“extremely 
unlikely”).  These two items from the Negative Reactions to Nonperfect Performance 
during Competition subscale of the MIPS was selected to capture perfectionism in sport 
since the conceptualization of shame and potential correlates in this research study are 
positioned within the competitive environment (i.e., following a setback, mistake, or 
failure in sport).  In addition, only two items were selected to limit the number of overall 
survey items and enhance participant recruitment and respondent stamina.  With 
Cronbach’s alphas consistently above .80, scores have displayed satisfactory reliability 
based on previous literature (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009).  Please see Appendix F for the 
adapted measure.   
 Well-Being – Basic Needs Satisfaction in Sport Scale (Ng, Lonsdale, & 
Hodge, 2011).  The Basic Needs Satisfaction in Sport Scale (Ng, Lonsdale, & Hodge, 
2011) will be used to assess performers’ levels of autonomy satisfaction (6 items; e.g., “I 
participate in my sport willingly”), competence satisfaction (5 items; e.g., “I was skilled 
at my sport”), and relatedness satisfaction (5 items; e.g., “There were people in my sport 
who cared about me”).  Need frustration will be assessed using three-item subscales for 
autonomy frustration (e.g., “Pressured to do too many things”), competence frustration 
(e.g., “Insecure about my abilities”), and relatedness frustration (e.g., “Excluded from the 
group I wanted to belong to”) from the Basic Psychological Needs Scale (Chen et al., 




items were for how they felt during their sporting encounters on a 7-point Likert scale (1 
= not at all true, 7 = very true).  Cronbach’s alpha scores range between .80 to .87 (Ng et 
al., 2011). 
Qualitative Data Source: Semi-Structured Interviews 
 Interviews were conducted via phone, Skype, or in person and (remotely or in-
person) in a locked office setting in 621 Commonwealth Ave at Boston University to 
protect the privacy of consenting participants.  Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted to address the primary research question of how college-athletes experience 
and cope with potential shame-inducing events in their sport.  Given the potential 
sensitivity of the subject matter, participants were re-informed of their power to end the 
interview at any time as well as their participation in the study (i.e., as part of the 
informed consent process).  In addition, prior to the start of the interview, the principal 
researcher presented the option for participants to take home psychoeducational resources 
as well as potential referral resources to support their sport performance, resilience to 
challenging events, and well-being in sport.  The semi-structured interview format 
included the following phases: 
(A) Re-introduction of topic to orient participant: the principal researcher 
introduced the topic of shame as being interested in how people handle 
failures, mistakes, or setback in their performance, both when they bounce 
back well and when they do not bounce back as well. 
(B) Rapport-building/background: participants were asked about a meaningful 




describing their journey to compete in their sport at their current college 
setting. 
(C) Exploration of potential shame event with greater perceived coping difficulty: 
participants were asked about a recent failure, mistake, or setback in their 
sport from which they struggled to bounce back.  Through an event 
analysis procedure, the principal researcher asked about intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and contextual factors affecting the participant throughout 
this event (before, during, and after). 
(D) Exploration of potential shame event with greater perceived coping response 
(i.e., resilience): participants were asked about a recent failure, mistake, or 
setback in their sport in which they bounced back.  Through an event 
analysis procedure, the principal researcher asked about intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and contextual factors affecting the participant throughout 
this event (before, during, and after). 
(E) Conclusion/wrap up: participants were asked what their impressions of the 
interview were, including any takeaways moving forward in their sport 
experience as well as what they were hopeful for moving forward in their 
sport career.  The principal researcher expressed gratitude for participation 
and recommended any additional resources (psychoeducational, sport 
psychology consulting, mental health) if the participant was interested. 




 All informed consents, interview recordings, and transcripts were securely stored 
through double password protection.  In addition, each participant was assigned a random 
three-digit code to de-identify survey data and protect against any breach of 
confidentiality.  A master list of the three-digit codes and participant’s informed consent 
and identifying information was kept separate from the study data through a double-lock 
system; in a locked cabinet within a locked office.   
Data Analysis 
 Given the approach to inquiry, this study followed Creswell and Plano Clark’s 
(2017) data analysis procedure for convergent mixed methods design.  Please see Figure 
















Quantitative Data Collection and Management (Step 1a)  
 Quantitative data from the study sample’s forty participants were collected via a 
secured online survey (using BU Qualtrics software).  The online survey consisted of a 
demographic questionnaire as well as adapted subscales and measures to investigate 
shame in sport, athletic identity, team motivational climate, self-compassion in sport, and 
well-being in sport, as aligned with the study’s sub research questions.  Participants’ data 
was stored through a double-lock system (double password protected) and de-identified 
using a random three-digit identifier that was also protected through a double-lock 
system. 
Qualitative Data Collection and Management (Step 1b)  
 Semi-structured interviews were conducted via phone, Skype, or in person with 
the primary research positioned in a locked office setting to protect the privacy of 
consenting participants.  Audio recordings of each interview were uploaded to a double-
locked online storage database (double-password protected) immediately following the 
interviews, and the physical audio recorder was stored within a double-lock system as 
well (locked cabinet in locked office).  Interview audio files were transcribed through a 
professional and secure transcription service, Landmark Associates, Inc.  Once the 
principal researcher received transcriptions, identifying information within the interviews 
was removed (e.g., if a participant used a name of a teammate, the principal researcher 
would replace with “teammate A”), and each participant was assigned a random three-
digit code to protect against any breach of confidentiality.  A master list of the three-digit 




from the study data through a double-lock system, in a locked cabinet within a locked 
office.  Prior to, during, and after data collection, participants were explicitly reminded 
by the principal researcher that “your story is your story – you own it” and participants 
were encouraged that they could opt out of the interview portion of the study at any time, 
at which point the principal researcher would permanently delete their data.  To this date, 
no participant has asked to remove their data from the qualitative arm of the study. 
Quantitative Data Analysis (Step 2a) 
 Pairwise deletion of missing data was utilized so that participants’ survey data 
would not be totally omitted; only those measures in which there is missing item data 
were removed.  Descriptive statistics, chi-square tests of group differences, Pearson 
correlations of study variables, and potential path analyses through SPSS 20.0 was used 
to answer sub research questions investigating the intrapersonal (i.e., identity, self-
compassion) and interpersonal (i.e., team climate, belonging) factors impacting shame, 
shame resilience, and subsequent outcomes (i.e., well-being) in sport for participants.  
Qualitative Data Analysis (Step 2b) 
 Interviews were transcribed verbatim and the transcripts were reviewed while 
listening to the audio recordings to correct any transcription mistakes.  Braun, Clarke, and 
Weate’s (2016) thematic analysis approach to qualitative research in sport and exercise 
was utilized to develop higher-order themes representing shame resilience for participants 
who will be interviewed.  First, researchers (primary investigator and potential research 




Second, researchers systematically selected significant statements in the raw data, which 
led to the initial semantic coding of important meaning units describing the shame and 
shame resilience experiences of college student-athlete participants.  Third, researchers 
organized meaning units (codes) to develop “higher-level” patterns (i.e., most central 
themes in the participants’ narratives) as candidate themes that reflect the lived 
experience of shame and shame resilience in sport.  Ongoing comparing and contrasting 
procedures in an iterative process was utilized to closely align the guiding theoretical 
frameworks of shame and shame resilience (deductively) with the data on the lived 
participants’ experiences along the time axis (inductively) of each potential shame-
inducing event to construct a model of shame resilience in sport.  Finally, researchers 
concluded the analysis by writing a comprehensive description of the essence of shame 
and shame resilience in US college sport. 
Merging and Interpretation of Quantitative and Qualitative Results (Steps 3 and 4) 
 Using the convergent mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017), the 
principal researcher looked for common concepts to sport-based shame and shame 
resilience in sport by comparing each potential concept (i.e., contextual variables of 
shame-inducing event, interpersonal factors, intrapersonal factors) across quantitative and 
qualitative results.  Through confirmation, disconfirmation, and expansion of results 
across data sets, the principal researcher interpreted potential discrepancies in concepts, 
and developed a narrative and comparison display of quantitative and qualitative results 
to comprehensively display sport-based shame and shame resilience for US college 




Ensuring Ethical and Rigorous Research 
 To ensure ethical protection of participants, all survey data, interview notes, 
interview recordings, and transcripts were kept electronically and securely stored through 
double password protection.  In addition, each participant was assigned a random three-
digit code to de-identify survey and interview data and protect against any breach of 
confidentiality.  A master list of the three-digit codes and participant’s informed consent 
and identifying information was kept separate from the study data through a double-lock 
system; in a locked cabinet within a locked office.  The master list, informed consents, 
and electronic data were kept for at least 5 years after study completion, and were always 
maintained securely. 
 As outlined by Creswell and Plano Clark (2017), rigor in mixed methods research 
involves the use of strategies to combat certain threats to validity so that accurate 
inferences can be drawn from the data set.  Three validation strategies were included, 
specifically triangulating data from several sources and researchers, reporting data that is 
disconfirming of hypotheses, and using auditing to review data and procedures.  Specific 
to Braun et al.’s (2016) approach to thematic analysis, methodological rigor of qualitative 
data was ensured through the following steps: (a) the principal researcher discussed and 
clarified any research bias prior to coding the interviews (i.e., epoche bracketing), 
triangulation was ensured through the use of a critical friend (Smith & McGannon, 2017), 
and final themes were reviewed by an external auditor to look for negative cases and 
contradictions.  Lastly, conceptual transferability was attempted by gathering a rich, thick 





 Beyond Hofseth et al.’s (2016) qualitative study of shame-coping with 
professional soccer players, no other empirical research has attempted to examine this 
psycho-socio-cultural construct from a mixed methods approach, and there is no study 
that has investigated these constructs of shame and shame resilience in US college 
student-athletes.  To address this dearth in the research, the purpose of this mixed 
methods study was to answer the central research question: how do US college student-
athletes experience and cope with potential shame-inducing events in their sport?  Given 
the exploratory nature of this study and the need more complete and corroborated results, 
mixed-methods was chosen for research design since one data source may be inadequate 
to answer the overarching research question (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).  To best 
support this shame-prone population, a parallel-databases, convergent mixed-methods 
design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) was implemented through collection and analysis 
of both quantitative survey data and qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with 
US college student-athletes.  Validity of findings was strengthened through researcher 
reflexivity, triangulation, and external auditing.  Generalizability and conceptual 
transferability of these findings might bolster psychosocial and institutional support for 
US college-athletes as they compete in demanding environments governed by a Western 





CHAPTER FOUR: QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate how college student-
athletes experience and cope with shame-inducing events in their sport.  As first proposed 
by Partridge and Elison (2010) and recently emphasized by Ryall (2019), shame is 
understudied in sport and may continue to negatively impact the well-being of 
participants without careful examination.  Consistent with Creswell and Plano Clark’s 
(2017) procedure for this study’s parallel-databases, convergent mixed-methods design, 
the following chapter will discuss data collection and management (step 1), data analysis 
procedures, and data analysis findings (step 2) of the quantitative arm of this study.  
While the overarching paradigm of inquiry for this study is governed by pragmatism 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Giacobbi et al., 2005; Gibson, 2016), the quantitative 
arm takes a post-positivist epistemological stance, attempting to approach objectivity 
with the assumption that objectivity is an inherently social phenomenon. 
Research Questions and Hypotheses investigated through Quantitative Analysis 
 While the primary research question aligned with the overall study aim (How do 
US college student-athletes experience and cope with shame-inducing events in their 
sport?) was investigated inductively through the qualitative arm, the following sub 
research questions (RQs) and hypotheses (Hs) were pursued via quantitative analysis 
based upon constructs of interest related to shame and shame resilience in sport: 
(RQ1) How does identity (i.e., gender, athletic role) impact sport-based shame for 




(H1a) US college student-athletes who participate in women’s sport will 
report higher levels of sport-based shame than US college student-
athletes who participate in men’s sport due to higher levels of 
perfectionism in sport. 
(H1b) US College student-athletes who express a stronger athletic identity 
are more likely to report higher levels of sport-based shame. 
(RQ2) How does self-compassion impact sport-based shame for US college 
student-athletes? 
(H2) US college student-athletes who report higher self-compassion in 
sport are more likely to report lower sport-based shame. 
(RQ3) How does team climate (i.e., ego versus task motivation) impact sport-
based shame for US college student-athletes?  
(H3) US college student-athletes who report a task-involving team 
motivational climate are more likely to report lower sport-based 
shame while US college student-athletes who report an ego-
involving team motivational climate are more likely to report 
higher sport-based shame. 
(RQ4) What is the impact of sport-based shame on psychological needs 





(H4) US college student-athletes who report higher sport-based shame are 
more likely to report lower sport-based psychological needs 
satisfaction (i.e., well-being). 
Gratitude for Participants 
 I hope the reader will excuse my shift to a first-person point-of-view when 
addressing my reactions and responses to the experience of this project.  However, I do 
hope these shifts in perspective during Chapters Four, Five, and Six help clarify the 
design process including my impact throughout (e.g., reflexivity within the qualitative 
arm), and my incredible gratitude to be able to ask these research questions that are so 
personally meaningful.  In that spirit, I want to thank the participants for their time and 
‘voice’ in completing the online survey.  The life of a student-athlete is a hectic and at 
times, chaotic one.  Thank you for that most precious gift of sharing your experience 
amidst the challenge of your daily schedules.  
Quantitative Data Analysis Procedures 
 First, survey data were downloaded from the online database, cleaned, and 
transferred to SPSS 20.0 software.  Double-password protection of downloaded data was 
used throughout analysis to protect participants’ privacy.  Second, throughout analysis, 
pairwise deletion of missing data was utilized so participants’ survey data would not be 
totally omitted; only those measures in which there was missing item data.    
Third, descriptive statistics were performed for both demographic information (age, 
competition status, sport type, NCAA division level, gender of sport, racial identity, 




interest related to the sub research questions (shame in sport, self-compassion in sport, 
perfectionism in sport, team motivational climate, and well-being in sport [i.e., 
psychological needs satisfaction]).  Fourth, point-biserial correlation tests were conducted 
instead of chi-square analyses to investigate differences in sport-based shame based on 
gender and athletic identity (RQ1).  A point-biserial correlation coefficient was chosen 
since the principal researcher was investigating an association between a continuous (i.e., 
nominal) variable and a dichotomous (i.e., binominal) variable.  Specifically, sport-based 
shame was measured as a continuous variable while gender (i.e., women’s or men’s 
sport) and athletic identity (i.e., ranked “sport/performance” as “most important part of 
life” or not) were measured as dichotomous variables.  Fifth, one-way ANOVAs were 
conducted to check for group differences within the sample by comparing levels of sport-
based shame, perfectionism in sport, self-compassion in sport, and perceived competence 
in sport based on gender of sport, NCAA division level, and athletic identity to further 
investigate sub research question 1 (RQ1).  Sixth, Pearson correlations were conducted to 
explore relationships between constructs as related to sub research questions 2-4 (RQs 2-
4).  Lastly, a series of linear regression analyses were conducted based on the statistically 
significant relationships found through the Pearson correlational data.  These analyses 
were conducted in an attempt to better understand the overarching research question of 
shame experience and shame-coping in sport by investigating how certain constructs (i.e., 
perfectionism and self-compassion in sport) predicted both sport-based shame and the 




Demographic Data for Quantitative Sample 
 Demographic data were collected for the full sample of forty participants (n = 40).  
The majority of participants were 20 years of age at the time they completed the survey, 
and the mean age of participants was 20.83 (SD = 1.53).  A majority of participants were 
out of season when they completed the survey (77.5%, n = 11) compared with 
participants in season (5%, n = 2) or no longer competing in their sport (17.5%, n = 7).  
Nine different types of college sport were represented by the sample, including (starting 
with the most represented) soccer (55%, n = 22), swimming (20%, n = 8), rowing (7.5%, 
n = 3), track and field (2.5%, n = 1), cross country (2.5%, n = 1), diving (2.5%, n = 1), 
fencing (2.5%, n = 1), volleyball (2.5%, n = 1), and field hockey (2.5%, n = 1).  The 
majority of participants currently compete or competed at the NCAA Division 3 level 
(82.5%, n = 33), followed by NCAA Division 1 (12.5%, n = 5), and NCAA Division 2 
(5%, n = 2).  The majority of participants currently competes or competed on a women’s 
team (62.5%, n = 25) compared to those on a men’s team (37.5%, n = 15).  Thirty-two 
participants identified as White (non-Hispanic) (80%), four participants identified as 
Asian (10%), one participant identified as Black (2.5%), and three participants identified 
as multiracial (7.5%).  Lastly, when competing in season, the majority of participants 
reported that the social/family/friends part of their life was most important (50%, n = 20), 
followed by thirteen participants who reported that the academics/career part of their life 
was most important (32.5%), and seven participants who reported that the 
sport/performance part of their life was most important (17.5%).  Please see Table 1 




Table 1. Demographic Data for Quantitative Sample. 
Demographic Characteristic Full Sample (n = 40) 
M (SD) or % (n) 
 
Age 
     18 
     19 
     20 
     21  
     22 
     23 











     In-season 
     Out of season 







     Soccer 
     Swimming  
     Rowing 
     Track & Field 
     Cross County 
     Diving 
     Fencing 
     Volleyball 












NCAA Division Level 
     Division 1 
     Division 2 






Gender of Sport 
     Women’s Team 






     Black 
     Asian 
     White (non-Hispanic) 









Primary Focus in Life 
     Sport/Performance 
     Academics/Career 








 Psychometric data scores for each of the forty participants were tabulated for each 
adapted measure and subscale.  Pairwise deletion of missing item responses was utilized 
so participants’ survey data would not be totally omitted.  Composite scores for shame in 
sport (Fear of Experiencing Shame and Embarrassment subscale of PFAI) and self-
compassion in sport (SCS-SF) were computed by calculating the average of all items on 
the measure.  Possible scores for the shame in sport and self-compassion in sport 
measures ranged from 0 to 5.  Composite scores for the remaining adapted measures and 
subscales (perfectionism in sport adapted from MIPS; team motivational climate adapted 
from PMCSQ-2; basic psychological needs satisfaction in sport, i.e., well-being in sport) 
were computed by calculating the sums of all the items on each adapted measure or 
subscale.  The range of possible scores for perfectionism in sport was 2 to 10 points, the 
range of possible scores for team motivational climate was 6 to 30 points (with higher 
scores indicating a task-involving motivational climate), and the range of possible scores 
for well-being in sport (i.e., basic psychological needs satisfaction in sport) was 20 to 100 
points, with a 5-25 point range for the perceived competence subscale, a 10-50 point 





Descriptive Statistics for Psychometric Measures 
 As previously stated, descriptive statistics (range, mean, standard deviation, 
median) were performed for measures of interest related to the sub research questions 
(shame in sport; self-compassion in sport, perfectionism in sport; team motivational 
climate; and basic needs satisfaction in sport, i.e., well-being in sport).  Through the use 
of stem-and-leaf plots, the principal researcher determined there were no outlier cases for 
adapted measures or subscales.  Overall mean and median scores revealed moderately 
high scores across all constructs (shame in sport, self-compassion in sport, perfectionism 
in sport, task motivational team climate, and well-being in sport) with high mean and 
median scores of perceived relatedness in sport (M = 23.53, Mdn = 24.5, maximum = 25). 
Please see Table 2 below for a complete list of descriptive statistics for psychometric 
measures. 
 
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Psychometric Measures. 
Psychometric Measure 
   (range) 
Full Sample (n = 40) 
M (SD), Mdn 
 
Shame in Sport  (0-5) 
    
3.19 (.85), 3.43 
 
Self-Compassion in Sport  (0-5) 
    
3.035 (0.50), 3.08 
 
Perfectionism in Sport  (2-10) 
    
7.35 (1.70), 7.50 
 
Team Motivational Climate  (6-30) 
   (higher scores = task climate) 
 
20.65 (3.80), 20.0 
 
Well-Being in Sport  (20-100) 
     Competence  (5-25) 
     Autonomy  (10-50) 
     Relatedness  (5-25) 
 
83.38 (10.62), 85.5 
19.95 (3.22), 20.5 
39.90 (7.60), 41.0 




Comparing Group Differences for Psychometric Measures 
 As previously stated, in order to investigate sub research question 1 (RQ1), point-
biserial correlation coefficients were conducted to investigate group differences in sport-
based shame based on gender and athletic identity.  A point-biserial correlation 
coefficient was chosen since gender of sport (i.e., men’s team or women’s team) and 
athletic identity (i.e., “sport/performance” as “most important part of life” or 
“social/family/friends/academics/career” as “most important part of life”) were coded as 
dichotomous (i.e., binomial) variables.  Point-biserial correlations revealed no 
statistically significant associations between gender (female = 1, male = 2) and sport-
based shame [r(38) = -.020, p = .904)], or between athletic identity and sport-based 
shame [r(38) = .174, p = .283)]. 
 To further explore potential group-based differences of the psychometric data, 
separate one-way ANOVAs were conducted to compare means of each construct (shame 
in sport, self-compassion in sport, perfectionism in sport, team motivational climate, and 
well-being in sport) based on the gender of sport, NCAA division level, and athletic 
identity of participants.  Overall, one-way ANOVAs revealed no statistically significant 
group-based differences of each construct.  Please see Table 3 for the full list of one-way 
ANOVAs exploring group-based differences of constructs. 




Table 3. One-way ANOVAs exploring group-based differences of psychometric data. 
Construct Measure 
   Group Variable 
One-way ANOVA Results 
F(1, df), p 
Shame in Sport 
   Gender of sport 
   NCAA division level 
   Athletic identity 
 
F(1, 39) = .015, p = .904 
F(1, 39) = 1.564, p = .223 
F(1, 39) = .824, p = .447 
Self-Compassion in Sport 
   Gender of sport 
   NCAA division level 
   Athletic identity 
 
F(1, 39) = 1.849, p = .182 
F(1, 39) = .456, p = .638 
F(1, 39) =  .489, p = .617 
Perfectionism in Sport 
   Gender of sport 
   NCAA division level 
   Athletic identity 
 
F(1, 39) = 1.982, p = .167 
F(1, 39) = 1.805, p = .179 
F(1, 39) = .616, p = .546 
Team Motivational Climate 
   Gender of sport 
   NCAA division level 
   Athletic identity 
 
F(1, 39) = .163, p = .689 
F(1, 39) = .984, p = .383 
F(1, 39) = .714, p = .496 
Well-Being in Sport 
   Gender of sport 
   NCAA division level 
   Athletic identity 
 
F(1, 39) = .602, p = .442 
F(1, 39) = 1.382, p = .264 
F(1, 39) = .029, p = .972 
 
 Despite the lack of statistically significant group differences, descriptive statistics 
of one-way ANOVAs showed results in the hypothesized direction that potentially 
inform this study’s research question.  First, participants who identified as competing in 
men’s sport reported mean scores of self-compassion in sport (M = 3.17, SD = 0.58) 
higher than participants who identified as competing in women’s sport (M = 2.95, SD = 
0.44).  Second, participants who identified as competing in women’s sport reported mean 
scores of perfectionism in sport (M = 7.64, SD = 1.66) higher than participants who 
identified as competing in men’s sport (M = 6.87, SD = 1.73).  These results cautiously 




who identify as female may report higher levels of perfectionism in sport.  Third, 
participants who compete at the NCAA Division 2 level reported the highest mean level 
of perfectionism in sport (M = 9.5, SD = 0.71) followed by those who compete at the 
NCAA Division 3 level (M = 7.27, SD = 1.70) and those who compete at the NCAA 
Division 1 level (M = 7.00, SD = 1.58).  Lastly, group mean differences in task 
motivational climate did not differ significantly across NCAA division levels.    
Correlational Relationships between Psychometric Measures 
 As stated previously, Pearson correlations were conducted to explore relationships 
between constructs of interest as related to sub research questions 2-4 (RQs 2-4).   
Table 4. Correlational Relationships between Psychometric Measures. 
Psychometric 
Measure 
   r (p) 
SS SCS PS TMC WBS WBC WBA WBR 
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 Based on Pearson correlation coefficients, five statistically significant 
relationships at the p < .05 level were found between constructs of interest.  First, shame 
in sport and perceived competence in sport were negatively correlated, r(38) = -.378, p = 
.016.  This finding partially supports the fourth hypothesis (H4) that higher sport-based 
shame may be related to lower psychological needs satisfaction in sport yet no 
statistically significant correlations were found for well-being overall or the two other 
subscale measures (i.e., autonomy and relatedness).  Second, shame in sport and self-
compassion in sport were negatively correlated, r(38) = -.506, p = .002.  This finding 
supports the second hypothesis (H2) that higher self-compassion in sport may be related 
to lower sport-based shame.  Third, shame in sport and perfectionism in sport were 
positively correlated, r(38) = .478, p = .002.  This finding partially supports the first part 
of the first hypothesis (H1a) that higher sport-based shame may be related to higher 
perfectionism in sport, though previous testing of group-based differences indicated that 
this relationship is not due to gender.  Fourth, self-compassion in sport and perfectionism 
in sport were negatively correlated, r(38) = -.365, p = .002.  This finding does not support 
a specific study hypothesis; however, these results may help to answer the overarching 
research question of how US college student-athletes cope with sport-based shame.  
Lastly, task motivational team climate and perceived autonomy in sport were positively 
correlated, r(38) = .390, p = .013.  Though this finding does not support any specific 
study hypothesis, this result indicates that athletes who perceive their team climates as 
valuing skill acquisition and an individualized mastery path may also feel more 




 Additionally, effect sizes of relationships should be considered as an indicator of 
the magnitude of the association between constructs.  According to Cohen’s (1992) 
standard effect sizes (0.2 indicating a small effect, 0.5 indicating a medium effect, and 
0.8 indicating a large effect), the negative relationships between shame in sport and self-
compassion in sport as well as the positive relationship between shame in sport and 
perfectionism in sport represent medium or near medium effect sizes.  The remaining 
statistically significant Pearson correlations demonstrate moderately small effect sizes. 
 
Regression Analyses 
 As previously stated, the last analyses for the quantitative arm of this study were a 
series of linear and multiple regressions based on the statistically significant relationships 
found through the Pearson correlational data in an attempt to better understand the 
overarching research question of shame experience and shame-coping in sport.  In 
addition, these analyses was structured to reflect part of the hypothesized model of shame 
and shame resilience from Chapter One (Figure 5) based on relationships between 
constructs noted from previous research literature.  Perceived competence in sport was 
chosen as the outcome variable of the first regression with shame in sport as the 
predictor.  This linear regression revealed that shame in sport significantly predicted 
perceived competence in sport, F(1, 39) = 6.334, p = 0.016, R2 = 0.413.  The coefficient 
indicated a negative relationship between shame in sport and perceived competence in 
sport (β = -0.378).  For the second regression, shame in sport became the outcome 
variable as self-compassion in sport and perfectionism in sport became the predictors.  




sport significantly predicted shame in sport, F(2, 38) = 10.206, p < .001, R2 = 0.356.  The 
coefficients indicated a negative relationship between self-compassion in sport and shame 
in sport (β = -0.378) and a positive relationship between perfectionism in sport and shame 
in sport.  For the third and final regression, perfectionism in sport became outcome 
variable as self-compassion in sport became the predictor.  This linear regression 
revealed that self-compassion in sport significantly predicted perfectionism in sport, F(1, 
39) = 5.844, p = 0.021, R2 = 0.133.  The coefficient indicated a negative relationship 
between self-compassion in sport and perfectionism in sport (β = -0.365).  Please see 
Figure 7 for a visual representation of these regression analyses for the stated constructs 
of interest.   
Figure 7.  Regression analyses for constructs of interest.  Note.  Paths coefficients with * 




 Though both causation and directionality of causality cannot be determined 
through these regression analyses, findings suggest that self-compassion in sport predicts 
perfectionism in sport, self-compassion in sport and perfectionism in sport predict shame 
in sport, and shame in sport predicts perceived competence in sport.  Despite a lack of 
important ecological factors, this hypothesized model might serve future research 
investigating the intrapersonal impact of perfectionism and self-compassion in sport, as 
they relate to shame and perceived competence in sport.     
 
Quantitative Findings related to Hypotheses 
Findings for Hypothesis 1a 
 According to hypothesis 1a (H1a), US college student-athletes who participate in 
women’s sport will report higher levels of sport-based shame than US college student-
athletes who participate in men’s sport due to higher levels of perfectionism in sport. 
 Point-biserial correlation coefficients and one-way ANOVAs revealed no 
statistically significant mean differences in sport-based shame based on gender of sport.  
However, one-way ANOVAs approaching statistical significance (p < 0.2) suggested that 
participants who identified as competing in women’s sport reported mean scores of 
perfectionism in sport (M = 7.64, SD = 1.66) higher than participants who identified as 
competing in men’s sport (M = 6.87, SD = 1.73).  Additionally, Pearson correlation 
coefficients indicated that shame in sport and perfectionism in sport were positively 
correlated at a statistically significant level, r(38) = .478, p = .002.  Lastly, linear 




shame, F(1, 39) = 11.282, p = .002, R2 = 0.229.  Therefore, findings for hypothesis 1a 
(H1a) are partially supported and quantitative analyses suggest a statistically significant, 
positive relationship between perfectionism in sport and sport-based shame with study 
participants who competed on women’s teams reporting higher perfectionism than 
participants who competed on men’s teams.  Linear regressions also indicate that 
perfectionism in sport might predict levels of sport-based shame for US college student-
athletes. 
Findings for Hypothesis 1b 
  According to hypothesis 1b (H1b) US College student-athletes who express a 
stronger athletic identity are more likely to report higher levels of sport-based shame. 
 Point-biserial correlation coefficients (when athletic identity was coded as a 
dichotomous variable) and one-way ANOVAs (when identity was an nominal variable 
with three categories) revealed no statistically significant relationship between athletic 
identity and sport-based shame in this study’s sample.  Therefore, findings from this 
study’s quantitative arm do not support hypothesis 1b (H1b). 
Findings for Hypothesis 2 
 According to hypothesis 2 (H2), US college student-athletes who report higher 
self-compassion in sport are more likely to report lower sport-based shame. 
 Pearson correlation coefficients suggested that shame in sport and self-
compassion in sport were negatively correlated at a statistically significant level, r(38) = -




significantly predicted sport-based shame, F(1, 39) = 13.073, p = .001, R2 = 0.256.  
Therefore, findings from this study’s quantitative arm suggest support for hypothesis 2 
(H2) that US college-student athletes who report higher self-compassion in sport may be 
more likely to report lower sport-based shame, and that self-compassion may be a 
predictor of sport-based shame for US college student-athletes. 
Findings for Hypothesis 3 
 According to hypothesis 3, (H3) US college student-athletes who report a task-
involving team motivational climate are more likely to report lower sport-based shame 
while US college student-athletes who report an ego-involving team motivational climate 
are more likely to report higher sport-based shame. 
 Pearson correlation coefficients revealed no statistically significant relationship 
between reported team motivational climate and sport-based shame for participants.  
Descriptive statistics of team motivational climate across NCAA division levels 
suggested that participants perceive a more task motivational team climate at the NCAA 
Division 3 level followed by participants at the Division 2 level and finally participants at 
the Division 1 level, yet these group differences were not statistically significant.  
Therefore, findings from the quantitative arm of this study do not support hypothesis 3 
(H3). 
Findings for Hypothesis 4 
 According to hypothesis 4 (H4), US college student-athletes who report higher 




satisfaction (i.e., well-being).   
 Pearson correlation coefficients revealed no statistically significant relationships 
between sport-based shame and overall psychological needs satisfaction (i.e., well-
being); however, correlations indicated a statistically significant, negative relationship 
between sport-based shame and the perceived competence subscale of well-being, r(38) = 
-.378, p = .016.  Further, linear regressions suggested that shame in sport may predict 
perceived competence in sport at a statistically significant level, F(1, 39) = 6.334, p = 
0.016, R2 = 0.413.  Therefore, findings from the quantitative arm of this study suggest 
partial support for hypothesis 4 (H4), specifically that US college student-athletes who 
report higher sport-based shame may be more likely to report lower perceived 
competence in their sport. 
Chapter Summary 
 Guided by Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2017) data collection and analytic 
procedures for parallel-databases, convergent mixed-methods design, the principal 
researcher ensured ethical collection and management of online survey data (step 1) and 
appropriate analyses to develop quantitative findings (step 2) to answer the sub research 
questions of this study (RQ1-RQ4) that inform how US college student-athletes 
experience and cope with shame in their sport.  Overall, the findings from this 
quantitative arm suggest that lower self-compassion in sport and higher perfectionism in 
sport predicts sport-based shame, and higher sport-based shame predicts lower perceived 
competence in sport.  The synthesis of these quantitative findings will be merged and 









CHAPTER FIVE: QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate how college student-
athletes experience and cope with shame-inducing events in their sport.  Consistent with 
Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2017) procedure for this study’s parallel-databases, 
convergent mixed-methods design, the following chapter will discuss data collection and 
management (step 1), data analysis procedures, and data analysis findings (step 2) of the 
qualitative arm of this study.  While the overarching paradigm of inquiry for this study is 
governed by pragmatism (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Giacobbi et al., 2005; Gibson, 
2016), which supports dialectical pluralism and an embrace of both post-positivism and 
constructivism, the qualitative arm of this study takes a social constructivist 
epistemological stance (Burr, 2003).  The following data collection and analysis 
procedures, as well as subsequent qualitative findings are governed by the assumption 
that knowledge is understood through a ‘bottom up’ approach with the understanding that 
one’s reality is individualized and context specific (Denzin, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 
2000). 
Research Questions pursued through Qualitative Analysis 
 While sub research questions (RQ 1-RQ 4; see Chapter Four) will be indirectly 
pursued through the qualitative arm of this study, the primary research questions being 
directly investigated to help explore the overarching purpose of this study are as follows:  
RQ A) How do US college student-athletes experience potential shame-inducing 




RQ B) How do US college student-athletes cope with potential shame-inducing 
events in their sport? 
 Since the qualitative arm of this study is guided by a social constructivist 
paradigm (Burr, 2003), specific hypotheses related to these two research questions are 
epistemologically incongruous.  Answers to these research questions emerged through an 
inductive process based on each participant’s lived experience with shame and shame-
coping in sport.  
Gratitude for Participants 
 As advanced by Brown (2006, 2015, 2017), speaking shame through sharing our 
“not enough” stories takes tremendous courage, with the hope that by giving voice to 
these challenging experiences, we get to author “brave new endings.”  That courage to 
take a risk by each participant in the qualitative arm of this study is not lost on me.  
Thank you.  Thanks to each of you for your courage and example of vulnerability in the 
pursuit of a brave new ending that you carry with you moving forward.  Similar to a 
subtheme that emerged from your stories, my fear is that I will let you down and not do 
justice to what you shared with me, and with yourself.  As is typical of any incredible 
opportunity I have been afforded within the field of psychology (e.g., counseling, 
teaching, research), I have learned much more from your stories than I could ever 
rightfully return.    
Researcher-as-Instrument in Qualitative Data Collection 
 All research is subject to researcher bias (Morrow, 2005).  Since the researcher is 




Rubin, 2005), it is imperative that the primary researcher display self-reflexivity 
throughout the data collection and analysis process to better understand potential bias in 
findings. While current research investigating the impact and effectiveness of researcher-
as-instrument in qualitative pursuits is sparse, Pezalla, Pettigrew, and Miller-Day’s 
(2012) study suggests that awareness of interviewer characteristics through reflection is 
essential to better understand how participants respond to these characteristics and what 
data typically emerges.  In that spirit, the primary research engaged in both bracketing 
(i.e., expression of worldview and potential bias), as well as understanding of his own 
interviewer characteristics and how to work with sensitive subject matter (i.e., shame in 
sport).  These efforts helped to not only understand how detailed narratives were fostered 
during data collection, but also stress the principal researcher’s efforts to do no harm to 
participants who may be sharing these challenging narratives for the first time.   
Bracketing 
 Aligned with best practices of transcendental phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994), 
bracketing was conducted throughout to bring greater critical awareness to my pre-
existing beliefs as the principal researcher.  To better clarify those beliefs for the reader, I 
want to describe my existing views of the study’s subject matter.  First, how I identity 
and my experiences through my identities shapes how I see the world and respond to it.  I 
identify as a White, heterosexual, and able-bodied cisgender man and am a former 
college student-athlete in the sport of lacrosse at a private higher education institution at 
the NCAA Division 3 level.  Additionally, I credit my coaches and fellow teammates 




acceptance despite my rampant self-critical tendencies.  More recently, as a sport 
psychology consultant, having worked with college student-athletes at institutions across 
NCAA division levels over the past four years, I have been privileged to hear their 
stories.  Through these stories, I want to name at the outset my potential bias towards the 
prevalence of shame and the performance ethic-driven conditional nature of “not being 
enough” in college sport.  My identity and training experiences within sport psychology 
have also shaped my philosophy of sport.  This philosophy centers on the importance of 
relationally-driven, mastery climates that can directly benefit the health and well-being of 
its participants (athletes, coaches, staff/admin, family, and spectators alike).  Both my 
sociocultural identities, many rooted in unearned privilege (including my socialization in 
a sport that despite its indigenous origins and spiritual tradition is played in 
predominantly White, upper class communities), as well as my experiences and training 
in US organized sport, shape how I approach this research and specifically how I collect 
and understand the important stories of participants.  Though I attempted to continually 
reflect on my positionality during the research process, I invite you, the reader of this 
work, to also hold my sociocultural blind spots and general biases accountable with the 
remaining discussion of this study. 
Awareness of Interviewer Characteristics and Sensitivity to Subject Matter 
 Consistent with Pezalla et al. (2012), I attempt to reflect on and share with you an 
awareness of my interviewer characteristics and how they might impact the narratives 
shared with me during the semi-structured interview process.  Based on three years of 




Master’s and doctoral-level training in qualitative interviewing, both clinical and research 
supervisors have commented on my affirming, welcoming, and patient style.  As shared 
by Pezalla et al. (2012), an affirming interviewer style can be helpful to elicit rich 
narratives when learning from vulnerable populations in qualitative research.  
Throughout this interview data collection process, I attempted to integrate a sensitivity of 
when to more formally structure questioning (i.e., redirect to the interview protocol and 
central research questions) and when to allow for more space and affirmation in support 
of each participant’s sense of efficacy or well-being.  Regardless, it is important to note 
that the types of narratives shared are influenced by my stance as researcher-as-
instrument. 
 Given the potential sensitivity of the subject matter, participants were also 
informed of their power to end the interview at any time as well as their participation in 
the study overall (i.e., informed consent process).  Additionally, and consistent with 
trauma-informed approaches to interviewing difficult subject matter (SAMHSA, 2015), 
participants were encouraged to share only what they were ready to share at this time, and 
that they were in control of their disclosure.  This effort to provide participants with a 
sense of power and agency while sharing their narratives was reinforced through 
additional prompts throughout the interviews.  Lastly, prior to and at the end of the 
interview, I presented the option for participants to take home psychoeducational 
resources as well as potential referral resources to support their sport performance, 
resilience to challenging events, and well-being in sport.  Throughout the qualitative data 




experience of telling their stories.  These positive reflections on the interview experience 
are consistent with central tenets of shame resilience theory, namely the potential value of 
‘speaking shame’ within the presence of an empathetic other (Brown, 2006). 
Qualitative Data Analysis Procedures 
Thematic Analysis 
 Interviews were transcribed verbatim and the transcripts were reviewed while 
listening to the audio recordings to correct any transcription mistakes.  Braun and 
colleagues’ (2016) approach to thematic analysis within sport, performance, and exercise 
psychology was utilized to develop higher-order themes and subthemes representing the 
experience of shame and shame-coping for participants.  First, the principal researcher 
read transcribed raw interview data while listening to audio recordings of the interviews 
to familiarize with the dataset and ensure no transcription errors.  See Table 5 below for 
an example of initial notes related to emerging patterns in this familiarization phase of 
analysis.   
Table 5.  Initial notes following the familiarization phase. 




Dominates internal world 
Disheartened 
Silent 
All my fault  
Let so many down 
Retreat/isolate 
Loss of control 
Recognize rumination and shift focus to next play 
Does not define who I am and my value to the team 
Zoom out and realize other important aspects of life 
Separating identity from sport outcome takes a long  
     time 
Spoke shame and talked to parents and coaches 
Empathy from others helped to start to reconnect to  





 Second, the primary researcher systematically selected significant statements in 
the raw data, which led to initial semantic coding of important meaning units describing 
the shame and shame resilience experiences of participants.  Please see Table 6 below for 
coding examples labeling raw data from the participants.   
Table 6.  Coding examples connected to raw interview data. 
Code Raw Data 
Shame event led to 
further alienation on team 
 
“I was a freshman, and I didn’t have a lot of friends on the 
team.  [Shame event] just alienated the hell out of me.” 
(SA6) 
 
Talking with others 
helped to feel better 
versus rationalizing alone 
“On the bus, naturally, you go sit by yourself, and I would 
try and logic with myself, but then I think I would 
inevitably get more upset.  It was only when I talked to 
someone, I would feel better, and then I would go sit down 
on the bus and cry again and get more upset.” (SA1) 
 
Associating identity with 
sport outcome success 
can be dangerous 
 
“I associated a good part of my identity with my [sport] 
success. That association is dangerous.” (SA14) 
 
 
 Third, the principal researcher organized meaning units (codes) to develop 
“higher-level” patterns (i.e., most central themes in the participants’ narratives) as 
candidate themes that reflected the lived experience of shame and shame resilience in 
sport and attempted to answer research question A (RQ A) and research question B (RQ 
B).  During this stage, the principal researcher engaged in an iterative process between 
deductive and inductive data, comparing and contrasting between the study’s guiding 




principal researcher attempted to align guiding theoretical frameworks of shame and 
shame resilience (deductively) with the lived experience of potential shame-inducing 
events for participants (inductively).  To answer research question A (RQ A), how SAs 
experience shame in sport, the principal researcher framed higher-order themes according 
to Brown’s (2006) conceptualization of shame as a psycho-socio-cultural phenomenon.  
Therefore, higher-order themes of SAs’ shame experience were organized by type of 
event, intrapersonal experience, psychosocial impact, and contextual factors.  To answer 
research question B (RQ B), how SAs cope with shame in sport, the principal researcher 
framed higher-order themes according to the two-factor conceptualization of shame 
introduced in Chapter One (Brown, 2006; Tangney & Dearing, 2002).  Therefore, higher-
order themes of SAs’ shame-coping strategies were organized by intrapersonal and 
interpersonal factors.  Though there was potential to construct a temporally-based model 
of shame-coping, future research may be necessary for this analysis.  Finally, the 
principal researcher concluded analysis by writing a comprehensive description of the 
essence of shame and shame resilience according to participants’ narratives.   
Trustworthiness  
 To support trustworthiness of findings from a relativist approach (Burke, 2016; 
Smith & McGannon, 2017), the principal researcher moved away from a universal 
criterion approach (e.g., Tracy, 2010), instead adopting various criteria of rigor in 
thematic analysis as outlined by Braun et al. (2016).  First, as also recommended by 
Creswell and Poth (2017), the principal researcher emphasized reflexivity throughout 




researcher utilized epoching (bracketing) to analyze and describe the shame and shame-
coping experiences of student-athlete participants “as if for the first time” (Moustakas, 
1994, p. 34).  In addition, following the familiarization phase, the principal researcher 
consulted with two members of the dissertation committee who specialize in qualitative 
analysis.  Initial higher-order themes and subthemes developed by the principal 
researcher were reviewed by both members, who are experts in the study of adaptive 
coping in their respective fields (sport psychology and organizational behavior).  Having 
such inputs are similar to the role of a “critical friend” as mentioned by Smith and 
McGannon (2017) and thus strengthened reflexivity in the current analysis.  Lastly, 
transferability was sought by collecting and writing a comprehensive, rich description of 
each participant’s experience.  Triangulation of themes through the use of additional 
critical friends as well as the ethical practice of member checking will be pursued to 
enhance trustworthiness if this study is continued in the future.  
Demographic Data for Qualitative Sample 
 Fifteen total participants (subsample of the forty participants from the quantitative 
sample) completed semi-structured interviews for the qualitative data collection arm of 
this study.  Though certain participant characteristics will not be revealed to safeguard 
their anonymity, general demographic information of the qualitative sample is as follows: 
the majority of participants competed in women’s sport (60%, n = 9) compared with 
men’s sport (40%, n = 6), the majority of participants were currently competing in their 
sport (93%, n = 14) compared with one participant who had recently graduated from 




Division 3 level (87%, n = 13) with two other participants who competed at the NCAA 
Division 1 level, and the majority of participants competed in soccer (53%, n = 8) 
followed by swimming (33%, n = 5) then rowing (6.7%, n = 1) and fencing (6.7%, n = 
1).  For the following section discussing qualitative findings, participants will be referred 
to as student-athletes (SAs) with corresponding numbers when they express direct quotes 
from their interviews. 
Qualitative Findings 
Experience of Shame in US College Sport 
 Four higher-order themes emerged from the data in response to research question 
A (RQ A): How do US college student-athletes experience shame-inducing events in 
their sport?  These four higher-order themes describing participants’ experience of shame 
in sport included “Not Enough” Events, Consuming and Debilitating, Unspoken and 
Lonely, and “Not Enough” History and Environment.  Triggers of Shame represented the 
types of shame-inducing events shared by participants while Consuming and 
Debilitating, Unspoken and Lonely, and “Not Enough” History and Environment were 
higher-order themes that described the intrapersonal experience, psychosocial impact, 
and contextual factors of such potential shame-inducing events, respectively.  Please see 
Table 7 below for a visual depiction of higher-order themes and subthemes describing the 
experience of shame in college sport for participants.   




Table 7.  Higher-order themes and subthemes to describe shame experience in sport. 
Experience of 

















(Subthemes) - Underperformance 
during competition 
- Loss of starting 
position 
- Inability to meet 
career expectations 
- Rumination  
- Silence 
- Sense of 
powerlessness 




- Pressure to 
perform 






Triggers of Shame (types of shame events) 
 Triggers of Shame was the higher-order theme depicting the types of shame-
inducing events experienced by participants.  “Not enough” was used to categorize these 
events since each SA shared that these moments led them to feel “not enough” or “less 
than” in terms of their own value and sense of belonging with others.  For example, 
following a “not enough” event in his sport, SA14 shared, “I just disappointed myself 
with my results” and a consuming feeling of “responsibility” for “disappointing [my 
teammates].” Since two events were selected for analysis during the interview, the 
majority of SAs expressed that they endured more than one type of “not enough” shame-
inducing event in their college sport experience.  Student-athletes identified three 
different types of perceived setbacks, mistakes, or failures within their sport that 
potentially induced experiences of shame: underperformance during competition, loss of 
starting position, and inability to meet career expectations.  
 Underperformance during competition.  Fourteen out of fifteen student-athletes 




college sport experience.  The majority of SAs within this subtheme shared that the 
underperformance was triggered by a mistake during a critical moment of competition.  
For example, SA8 reported the following shame-inducing moment following a mishit 
during a conference playoff soccer match: 
Everything was happening so fast. I didn't really have specific thoughts until—I 
kind of knew the second I hit the ball that it was gonna be bad, and then—I don't 
even know how you explain a feeling like that, when you just—there was 
definitely a mix of frustration, embarrassment, honestly horror, like “I can't 
believe I just did that.”  Then to hear the reactions of people, too, 'cause you can 
hear—my teammate, obviously, was upset. You can hear the audience going, 
"No." You hear all of that. It just accumulates into this one big shameful, sad 
moment. I just screwed that up big time. 
Multiple SAs described the immediate psychosocial impact of mistakes within 
competition towards not only feeling “not enough” in their performance, but also letting 
others down (e.g., teammates, coaches, parents, fans) in the process.  
 In addition, several SAs within this subtheme reported that their 
underperformance was initiated by an unforeseen injury that limited their ability to 
perform to their wanted level during competition.  Student-athlete 13’s 
underperformance triggered by her “first injury in college” during a swim meet event led 
to the following thoughts: “I let my team down, I am a disappointment” and “[I] felt very 
defeated.”  As indicated by SA13, many participants throughout this subtheme describe a 




differing from the situational ‘I made a mistake’ or ‘I failed’ to the global ‘I am a 
mistake’ or ‘I am a failure’ (Brown, 2006; Neff & Germer, 2018). 
 Loss of starting position.  Five out of fifteen student-athletes reported the loss of 
a starting position as a shame-inducing event in their college sport experience.  Triggered 
by decisions from coaches based on poor performance or off-the-field team rules 
violations, SAs describe this “deeply upsetting” and “embarrassing” shame-inducing 
event as shocking to their sense of worth and belonging in their sport.  According to SA2, 
“I always felt like I had my place, I had my position, I had consistency.  Now I didn’t, 
and I didn’t really know what to do with myself.”  The impact of this loss of a starting 
position for SAs further suggests the role of athletic identity in shame proneness for SAs 
when they are unable to exercise their athletic value on the field, court, rink, track, or in 
the pool.  
 Inability to meet career expectations.  Finally, five out of fifteen student-
athletes reported an inability to meet career expectations as a shame-inducing event in 
their college sport experience.  This inability to meet career expectations was a longer-
term process that impacted SAs throughout their college career or during the transition 
from high school to college, in which they realized over time that their outcome goals 
were no longer reachable.  According to SA9: 
The reason that I was driving myself to do [all this training] all this time was 
never going to be realized.  I love having a goal I’m working towards, but I would 
tell myself, “I’m doing this because I’m going to be so happy I’ve done it when I 




These five SAs described their inability to meet career expectations as “difficult” to cope 
with, and these shame-inducing events continued to be a challenge for them at the time of 
the interview.  For example, SA12 stated: 
It was very difficult for me to wrap my head around ‘cause swimming has 
been...huge for [me for] a long time...This is a longer setback because it started in 
my sophomore year [of high school] and it’s still going on...Being able to cope 
with failure, which is what I saw it as for a very long time; failing to go best time.  
I will say a disclaimer, I’m not 100 percent sure I’ve gotten past it. 
The “failure” to meet career expectations demonstrates the presence of the performance 
ethic that can dominate SAs’ sense of value and belonging in their sport experience.   
 As shared by SAs, the higher-order theme of Triggers of Shame suggests a clear 
connection to the prevalence of the performance ethic in participants’ sport experience.  
The lack of outcome success may lead to shame when one’s value and sense of belonging 
are defined by that outcome. 
Consuming and Debilitating (intrapersonal experience of shame event) 
 Consuming and Debilitating was the higher-order theme depicting participants’ 
intrapersonal experience of shame-inducing events in their sport.  Rumination and a sense 
of powerlessness described the internal thoughts and feelings of SAs during and 
following these events. 
 Rumination.  All fifteen SAs reported rumination, an all-consuming and cyclical 
hyper focus on the negative aspects of the shame-inducing event.  During and following 




overthinking...I was like, ‘I know I am, but I don't know how to stop’...It was a snowball 
effect every game.”  For SA3, losing a starting position led to “thinking about [losing my 
spot] a lot...It’s probably a negative mind frame to have, but I think I was really focused 
on just playing better to keep my spot.”  As described by SA12, “all of that just kind of 
thinking in circles and circles is very frustrating” when attempting to make sense and 
cope with his inability to meet career expectations.  In addition, the tone and content of 
most SAs’ rumination was self-critical in nature, as demonstrated by SA2 when 
attempting to cope with the loss of a starting position: “I was just like, ‘This sucks. This 
is no fun. Why am I doing this? I’m terrible. Why am I so bad at soccer?’” 
 Sense of powerlessness.  Eight out of fifteen SAs shared a sense of powerlessness 
following the shame-inducing event in their sport.  Triggered by an unforeseen injury 
during competition, SA4 described this new and shocking sense of powerlessness when 
underperforming in competition as follows: “Dealing with something that just feels so—
there’s nothing you can do about it, so beyond your control, and it just feels so unfair.  
Yeah, I had just never dealt with that before.”  Following the loss of a starting position, 
SA11 shared a similar lack of control contributing to a sense of powerlessness: 
There was nothing I could do to actually get back to where I was or get the 
outcome that I wanted so I felt the situation was out of my control and that really I 
think was the part of it that made it the most challenging and bothersome. 
 Student-athletes’ intrapersonal experience of rumination and powerlessness 
during and following a shame-inducing event in their sport is consistent with the 




Brown, 2006; Neff & Germer, 2018).  When shame-inducing events disconnected 
participants from their sense of value and belonging in sport, internal reactions may seem 
quite threatening and overwhelming. 
Unspoken and Lonely (psychosocial impact of shame event)  
 Unspoken and Lonely was the higher-order theme portraying the psychosocial 
impact of participants’ shame-inducing event in their sport.  Silence from others and 
disconnection from others described how SAs responded and perceived the response 
from others in their immediate sport environment and greater lives following these shame 
events.   
 Silence from others.  Ten out of fifteen SAs expressed silence from others (i.e., 
teammates, coaches) following shame-inducing events in their sport.  Upon losing a 
starting position, SA5, who felt close to her teammates, remained silent “for a few days, 
sort of, or maybe even like a week, it was kind of awkward, and I was kind of resisting 
the urge to vent to anyone on the team.”  While SA8 struggled to meet career 
expectations throughout the first half of a season, she indicated, “I wasn’t big on 
sharing.”  Even during play, SA7 expressed “kind of shutting off a little bit” and “not 
communicating as much” after an underperformance during competition.  Reciprocally, 
others in SAs’ environment displayed silence following these events.  For instance, SA6 
shared “no one said anything to me” after an underperformance during competition 
triggered by a perceived tactical mistake.  Similar to other student-athletes, this silence 
from others led to further Consuming and Debilitating intrapersonal reactions for SA6: “I 




like [my teammates and coaches] were really upset.” 
 Disconnection from others.  Nine out of fifteen SAs shared a disconnection from 
others as a critical psychosocial impact from the shame-inducing event in their sport.  
Following an underperformance during competition, SA6 shared, “[the mistake in 
competition] just alienated the hell out of me.”  According to SA2, “I remember being 
very lonely” following both the loss of a starting position and underperformance during 
competition, further stating, “being alone was very tough, ‘cause I couldn’t really do 
anything, so I was just sad and alone.”  Again, one can hear the interplay between the 
psychosocial impact (disconnection from others) and the corresponding intrapersonal 
experience (senses of powerlessness and rumination) of these shame-inducing events, as 
described by SA2.  Strikingly, both SA11 and SA13 described an internal pull to isolate 
and disconnect from others following underperformance during competition.  Student-
athlete 11 stated, “During the game, and afterwards, I remember just being like, ‘Wow, I 
wish I wasn’t here right now.’”  Student-athlete 13 stated, “I locked myself in the team 
locker room crying, hoping that things would be better if I isolated myself and no one 
could see me.”  
 Given the taboo and socially conditional nature of shame (Ryall, 2019; Scheff & 
Mateo, 2016) (e.g., “I no longer belong if I am not enough on the field”), it is not 
surprising that SAs’ psychosocial experience of their shame-inducing events were 
Unspoken and Lonely. 
“Not Enough” Environment and History (contextual factors of shame proneness) 




the central contextual factors that led to shame proneness for participants.  Pressure to 
perform and lack of belonging on team described ecological team factors while previous 
socialization described a historical factor that potentially predisposed student-athletes to 
feel “not enough” following shame-inducing events in their sport.  
 Pressure to perform.  Ten out of fifteen participants reported pressure to 
perform as a “Not Enough” contextual factor emphasized within their team or family 
environment and internalized prior to potential shame-inducing events in their sport.  
According to SA8, “there was a lot of pressure all four years” from “myself,” “the 
coaching staff,” and “teammates.”  In addition, when describing the impact of scholarship 
money, SA8 further indicated, “I was getting paid to play.  I needed to produce what I’m 
being paid for.”  Multiple SAs perceived an ego team climate that led to this pressure to 
perform, including SA13 who shared, “my worth to [my coach] was based on the 
outcome.”  Additionally, outside of the team climate, student-athletes experienced 
pressure from family members as well.  For example, SA4 shared “having a lotta pressure 
from my family to do well during my first year [competing in college].”  When value and 
belonging was based on outcome performance, SAs seemed more likely to experience 
shame if they let themselves or others down according to this ego-based metric. 
 Lack of belonging on team.  Four out of fifteen participants shared a lack of 
belonging on their team as a “Not Enough” environmental factor potentially influencing 
shame proneness within their sport.  Student-athlete 6 described teammates’ performance 
as “your social rank” encouraging this potential lack of belonging when outcome directs 




teammates and younger teammates on his collegiate team, following the arrival of a new 
coach and the push for “a lot of individual aspirations” of older players to maintain their 
starting positions.  The impact of this lack of belonging led SA11 to feel “confused,” 
“shut out of conversations” with older teammates, and a “not very close” climate on the 
team overall.  When the outcome dictates belonging on sport teams, SAs seemed more 
likely to experience shame following potential mistakes, setbacks, or failures in their 
performance. 
 Previous socialization.  Three out of fifteen participants indicated that previous 
socialization was a “Not Enough” historical factor that possibly enhanced propensity 
towards shame during their college sport experience.  According to SA13, her family’s 
traditional cultural values emphasized outcome in performance above anything else.  She 
shared, “the feedback from my family, typical of our culture, was always ‘not good 
enough.’”  In addition, SA10 shared that previous socialization of hyper masculine 
behaviors on his high school club team emphasized athletic performance as the ultimate 
indicator of personhood.   
My club team that I was on during high school had a pretty toxic environment for 
a couple years...I suppose chauvinism is probably the best way to describe it...Just 
that idea that your worth to the team or like as a person or as a dude most of the 
time was because of how fast you went and nothing else. I mean you can work 
really hard in practice, but if you didn’t deliver the times you were still a porung 
below. (SA10) 




discussion of shame in sport (2019), “shame is person- and context-specific” (p. 5).  
Similarly, as shared by SAs, their propensity towards shame following potential shame-
inducing events may be largely dependent on contextual factors that message a sense of 
worth and belonging in sport based on the outcome, with anything less being “Not 
Enough.” 
 Overall, four higher-order themes emerged from the data in response to research 
question A (RQ A): How do US college student-athletes experience shame-inducing 
events in their sport? Consuming and Debilitating, Unspoken and Lonely, and “Not 
Enough” History and Environment attempted to capture the intrapersonal experience, 
psychosocial impact, and contextual factors describing the types of “Not Enough” 
shame-inducing events for participants, respectively.  Though shaped by late-stage 
thematic analytic procedures to connect to guiding theoretical frameworks, these higher-
order themes suggest consistency with Brown’s (2006) conceptualization of shame as a 
psycho-socio-cultural phenomenon.  In accordance with this study’s definition of shame 
(including both intrapersonal and interpersonal factors),Triggers of Shame reported by 
SAs led to shame reactions, including feelings of less self-worth, belonging, and 
acceptance in their sport.  To respond to these potentially devastating events, the 
following section will outline qualitative findings in relation to how SAs attempted to 
cope with sport-based shame. 
Shame-Coping in US College Sport 
 Three higher-order themes emerged from the data in response to research question 




sport?  These central themes representing shame-coping responses were Focus on the 
Process when Performing, Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome, 
and Connect to Value and Belonging outside of Sport.  Each shame-coping higher-order 
theme included subthemes representing both intrapersonal and interpersonal factors 
helping to explain what facilitated these shame-coping responses.  The categorization of 
subthemes according to intrapersonal and interpersonal mechanisms emerged from the 
data (inductively) and was deductively informed by the two-factor conceptualization of 
shame (Brown, 2006; Tangney & Dearing, 2002) for this project and introduced in 
Chapter One.  Please see Table 8 below for higher-order themes and subthemes 
describing participants’ shame-coping responses in college sport.  
 





Focus on the Process 
when Performing  
Redefine Value and 
Belonging separate 
from the Outcome 
Connect to Value 
and Belonging 
outside of Sport  
Intrapersonal 
Factors (Subthemes)  
- Contribute within 
your 
   control 
- Recognize strengths 
- Use anger 
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struggles   
- Recognize event as 
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- Connect with fun of 
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outside of sport  
- Shift to greater 




- Task/mastery team 
climate 
- Situational feedback 
- Accurate empathy 
from others 
- Task/mastery team 
climate 
 
- Family support 
- Modeling of sport-






Shame-Coping Response #1: Focus on the Process when Performing (higher-order 
theme) 
 Eleven out of fifteen participants expressed the use of Focusing on the Process 
when Performing as a shame-coping response in their sport.  “Being more process 
oriented” (SA12) by shifting from rumination on a recent shame-inducing event to task-
focused cues (i.e., specific actions in one’s sport that lead to performance excellence) 
emerged from the data as one of the strategies SAs implemented to cope with shame.  
Compared to the other shame-coping responses, Focus on the Process when Performing 
was used in vivo (i.e., when competing or training) by student-athletes.  For example, 
SA4 described this shift towards Focusing on the Process when Performing following an 
underperformance during competition that occurred earlier in her match: 
Usually, I’ll just be scrambling in my head a little bit, just upset and frustrated. 
Then, when I realize, “Oh, this is not good,” I’ll stop myself. I’ll be like, “Okay, 
you can’t think about this anymore. Everyone knows it doesn’t help any sports 
player to think about what they did wrong.  After a little bit of obsessing over 
what happened, I was just like, “Okay, you can’t do that,” and then I just tried to 
repeat to myself the main things [head coach] said to do.  Pressure [your 
opponent] when she gets it—she can’t hit it over.  Pressure [your opponent] in the 
air. I guess just did the same thing I was doing before, which was just remind 
myself to keep doing that. 
The shame-coping response Focus on the Process when Performing (higher-order theme) 




recognize strengths, and use anger, as well as interpersonal factors, task/mastery team 
climate and situational feedback, that facilitated this higher-order shame-coping 
response. 
 Intrapersonal factors: contribute within your control, recognize strengths, and 
use anger.  Ten out of fifteen SAs reported contribute within your control as an 
intrapersonal mechanism supporting Focus on the Process when Performing when coping 
with a shame-inducing event in their sport.  Student-athletes described this mechanism as 
a “simple and easy thing” (SA3) that led them to feel more “useful” (SA3) and connected 
with their team during performance.  As expressed by SA8, contributing within your 
control following an underperformance during competition can have an upward spiral 
effect on not only efficacy but also performance:  
I think it helps me to focus on small things versus—because something that can 
be very overwhelming is just thinking of the end result of scoring a goal. So many 
things have to happen to lead up to that.  I think it really did help me to be like, all 
right.  This ball's gonna come to my feet, and I'm gonna hold it and then just pass 
it to my teammate. Something as small as that actually does make a difference 
because you've moved it.  You've contributed.  Just that fact of contributing can 
help, and it's a positive thing that can start moving that snowball effect in the 
other direction. 
In addition to contributing within your control while competing, SAs also described the 
importance of reflecting on how to contribute within their control following a shame-




For example, SA7 shared the temporal process of this process-oriented, growth mindset 
approach following an underperformance during competition:  
“I'm still replayin' [shame-inducing event] in my mind for a little bit afterwards. I 
mean, after a couple days it faded, but...I knew goin' into practice, like, "Alright, I 
could learn from it, but there's not much I could do to change it. Next time if that 
happens, I know kick, don't dive." I use that as more of a learning tool than a 
crutch, I guess. 
According to SAs, contributing within your control helped to fuel a sense of power and 
agency and a process-oriented path to regain their sense of value and belonging following 
a shame-inducing event in their sport.  
 Six out of fifteen SAs reported recognize strengths as an intrapersonal mechanism 
supporting Focus on the Process when Performing when coping with a shame-inducing 
even in their sport.  Following the loss of a starting position, SA5 shifted her outcome-
based mindset towards a process-oriented, strength-based perspective: “I kinda focused 
on being faster, stronger, whatever...I think I just tried to showed my strengths in the 
game.”  In addition, SA14 utilized recognizing strengths when coping with an 
underperformance during competition prior to his next match: “When I feel really down 
about specific things, I can point to specific strengths I have and specific instances when 
I've used those strengths, and that's—that helps bring me back up again.”  Even when 
competing with another teammate following the loss of a starting position, SA1 shared 
how recognizing strengths between her and her teammate helped foster a complementary, 




We came up with a play.  It was sort of the perfect balance 'cause I think I also 
recognized we're not really competing if we both want to score...I was better at 
going to one side, and she was better at the other side, and so we just shared it, 
which was kind of nice. 
According to participants, it appeared that recognizing strengths allowed SAs to 
reconnect with their value within sport, fueling process-based action during competition 
derived from these strengths, versus self-critical rumination and eventual shutting down 
following a shame-inducing event.  
  Three out of fifteen SAs reported using anger as an intrapersonal mechanism that 
supported Focus on the Process when Performing when coping with a shame-inducing 
even in their sport.  Though participants stated that using anger might not be productive 
in the long-term, SAs did share some short-term benefits when coping with sport-based 
shame.  For example: 
I just felt that [older teammates] want me to fail, almost. That was not helpful. I’m 
incredibly competitive so that just added to my motivation to just try to play really 
hard in practice every day. A senior comes up to shoot on me like, “I’m saving 
your shot. Screw you.” That was, I guess, unhelpful on the surface but maybe in 
some ways, helpful but in an unproductive way. (SA11) 
Student-athlete 8 also described the potential benefits to using anger following an 
underperformance during competition with some ambivalence: 
When something like [shame-inducing event] happened, there was almost an 




Honestly, push harder.  I got angry.  Stuff like that definitely made me angry. 
It made me wanna make up for it.  Those feelings, I would definitely channel.  It 
would make me—sometimes it was good. Sometimes I would, after messing up 
like that, I would play really good after because of that, but then sometimes it can 
have the opposite effect where that frustration sets in.  
Though the use of anger as an intrapersonal mechanism to Focus on the Process when 
Performing seemed contextually beneficial according to SAs, it appeared that it had the 
potential to stimulate action towards task-focused cues versus self-critical and 
Debilitating rumination and inaction following a shame-inducing event. 
 Interpersonal factors: task/mastery team climate and situational feedback.  
Eight out of fifteen SAs reported a task/mastery team climate (i.e., focused on skill 
development and growth versus outcome) as an interpersonal mechanism supporting 
Focus on the Process when Performing when coping with a shame-inducing even in their 
sport.  A clear depiction of the benefits of this task/mastery team climate was shared by 
SA5 following a conversation with the team’s coaches and sport psychology consultant:  
So then what we kind of decided was to like and try and measure my success, not 
based on like actual success on the field, but on like effort. So, like, if I went in, 
and gave a hundred percent, like that would be like a hundred-percent successful 
practice. 
Student-athlete 12 expressed a similar benefit to having an assistant coach that 
emphasized the task/mastery process over the end result of his sport performance:  




program that has to deliver results, but he really stresses what happened...and I 
think because of that I felt comfortable that he cared about what I was doing in the 
water over what this end result was. He’d be focused on me in the moment. He 
wouldn’t be thinking about maybe this kid isn’t worth it very far from now. 
Clearly according to SAs, a task/mastery team climate helped participants to Focus on the 
Process when Preforming through others’ modeling and reinforcement of value and 
belonging based on effort and skill development versus outcome results (as one would 
expect from an ego-based team climate). 
 Six out of fifteen SAs reported situational feedback as an interpersonal 
mechanism supporting SAs’ ability to Focus on the Process when Performing during or 
after a shame-inducing even in their sport.  For instance, SA6’s head coach telling her 
“this is not a punishment on you” following a loss of a starting position helped her “feel 
a lot better ‘cause it made me feel like I wasn’t solely responsible” to a recent 
underperformance during competition.  Apart from helpful situational feedback, 
participants also shared contrasting forms of feedback that were not beneficial towards 
Focusing on the Process when Performing.  In contrast to SA6’s experience following 
the loss of a starting position, SA3 shared that a lack of “transparency” and empty praise 
from coaches telling her “you’re playing really well, oh, you’re really important to the 
team, actually wasn’t helpful” and “annoyed me” due to a lack of specificity that pointed 
her towards how she could gain her starting status back.  Additionally, SA8 indicated that 
teammates or coaches “telling me things that I already knew” immediately following an 




overthinking ‘cause that’s all I was doing was thinking – I knew that already.”  Student-
athlete 8 further stressed the benefits of situational feedback through coaches and 
teammates “read[ing] their players” by sharing:  
I just think I was the type of player that was aware, always, of what I was doing 
wrong and definitely thought about it a lot. I think that's something people should 
read about their players and know which ones to drill in what they're doing and 
which ones they need to let be hard on themselves. 
Situational feedback, according to SAs, helped them to Focus on the Process when 
Performing only if the feedback had the impact of lessening the all-encompassing and 
self-critical shame reaction and re-connected SAs to a sense of agency and belonging 
with their team. 
 Overall, it appears that the shame-coping response Focus on the Process when 
Performing through indicated intrapersonal and interpersonal factors supports separating 
the outcome as the sole feedback for SAs’ sense of value and belonging in their sport.  In 
turn, SAs were able to regain a sense of agency and take task-focused action within their 
sport performance. 
Shame-Coping Response #2: Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the 
Outcome (higher-order theme) 
 All fifteen participants reported the use of Redefining Value and Belonging 
separate from the Outcome as a shame-coping response in their sport.  Redefining Value 
and Belonging separate from the Outcome allowed participants to recognize that 




am as a player, as a person” (SA1) leading to enhanced shame-coping in their sport.  This 
shame-coping response Redefining Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome 
(higher-order theme) included subthemes representing both intrapersonal factors, 
recognize others’ struggles, recognize event as temporary, redefine success separate 
from the outcome, and connect with fun of sport as well as interpersonal factors, accurate 
empathy from others and task/mastery team climate, that facilitated this higher-order 
shame-coping response.   
 Intrapersonal factors: recognize others’ struggles (common humanity), 
recognize event as temporary, redefine success separate from outcome, and connect 
with fun of sport.  Eleven out of fifteen SAs reported recognizing others’ struggles as an 
intrapersonal mechanism supporting Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the 
Outcome when coping with a shame-inducing event in their sport.  For these participants, 
“remembering there’s other people in the world” like “other teammates who also didn’t 
do well” (SA6) facilitated SAs to Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the 
Outcome as not solely based on outcome success, which inevitably led to shame 
reactions.  This recognition of others’ struggles also supported shame-coping during 
competition following an underperformance.  For example, SA4’s internal thought 
during a game that “everyone knows it doesn’t help any sports player to think about what 
they did wrong” helped her to Focus on the Process when Performing.  In addition, 
following the loss of a starting position, SA2 described how she utilized recognizing 
other’s struggles within her own to team to help Redefine her Value and Belonging 




So, I think I’d also be thinking of the people who don’t get to play at all, and they 
don’t start. I think that helped me a lot. I was just thinking about our massive 
roster and how many people were in really hard positions. If they can do it, I can 
do it kind of thing. 
By recognizing others’ struggles, SAs were able to shift away from the potentially 
alienating impact of shame events in their sport and understand that they too were not 
alone in their own struggle.  This intrapersonal coping mechanism helped SAs to move 
towards Redefining their Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome. 
 Six out of fifteen SAs reported recognizing the event as temporary as an 
intrapersonal mechanism supporting Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the 
Outcome when coping with a shame-inducing experience in their sport.  Following an 
underperformance during competition, SA1 shared that recognizing the event as 
temporary was facilitative of future shame-coping when dealing with mistakes: “I think 
I've become better about addressing when I've made a mistake and that it's not going to 
be a permanent thing.”  In addition, SA7 reported how he used recognizing the event as 
temporary to support his in vivo performance following a shame-inducing event earlier in 
a match: “I can't let one goal, even as late as it was, affect how I play, affect my 
confidence during the game, because there's always gonna be another opportunity, there’s 
still time left.”  Similar to recognizing others’ struggles, the intrapersonal coping 
mechanism recognizing the event as temporary seemed to help SAs decenter from the all-
encompassing, never-ending psychological experience typical of shame reactions.  




Belonging separate from the Outcome, thus enhancing their ability to cope with 
inevitable mistakes, setbacks, and failures in sport. 
 All fifteen participants reported redefining success separate from the outcome as 
an intrapersonal mechanism supporting Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the 
Outcome when coping with a shame-inducing experience in their sport.  Redefining 
success separate form the outcome seemed to interact with both recognizing others’ 
struggles and recognizing the event as temporary towards facilitating SAs’ ability to 
Redefine their Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome when coping with a 
sport-based shame experience.  Participants put forth deliberate effort to clarify a 
definition of success separate from the outcome that encompassed task-focused or values-
based measures of success rather than the end results of competition.  Student-athlete 15 
described the temporal process of redefining success separate from the outcome 
throughout the first half of her collegiate career: “Freshman year I was just like, I need to 
win everything.  It was very high pressure all the time. I worked to shift how I define to 
success to be more of my mental preparation before the race.”  Similarly, SA8 expressed 
redefining success separate from the outcome as a values-based process towards best 
serving her teammates rather than upholding her previous definition of success from her 
freshman year: “I didn't have to be this super freshman like I was.  I just needed to be 
someone who could be on the field and help the team versus hurt them.  It was as simple 
as that and that helped.”  When dealing with the loss of a starting position during her 
later collegiate career, SA2 shared how she “made it my mission to make sure everyone 




towards her values as leader on her team.   Student-athlete 9 also expressed the 
internalization of redefining success separate from the outcome as helpful towards his 
shame-coping in sport:  
I got better at kind of internalizing this idea that I do all of this—I swim because I 
like to be with my teammates, and I swim because it’s fun to have a goal and 
chase it. Even if you never achieve that goal, it’s fun to have had it and to chase it. 
I think I just got more comfortable with that idea that I don’t really need to hit my 
goals in order to be happy as a swimmer. What’s important is that I have some 
reason to get up and work hard and do it with my teammates. 
Through redefining success separate from the outcome, SAs were able to Redefine their 
Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome as based on task-focused goals in 
performance or sport-based values.  These redefinitions facilitated shame-coping for SAs 
by supporting their sense of efficacy, worth, and connection in sport, distanced from the 
tyranny of outcome results. 
 Four out of fifteen SAs reported that connecting with fun of sport was an 
intrapersonal mechanism that supported Redefining Value and Belonging separate from 
the Outcome when coping with a shame-inducing event.  Following the loss of a starting 
position due to underperformance during competition, SA2 described connecting with the 
fun of sport as an intentional act with others (i.e., teammates), the sport itself, and the 
environment that helped Redefine her Sense of Value and Belonging separate from the 
Outcome: 




It’s great. Congrats, but that’s not what should drive you...Loving the game, 
loving your teammates, loving that you can spend two hours a day and just be 
outside of your body, outside of your mind, and not think about stuff. That’s what 
I love about it, and it’s fun. It’s a fun game to play. 
Similarly, SA3 stated, “when you can just find the fun in [your sport] again and enjoy it 
versus the frustration” led to Redefining Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome 
following a loss of a starting position.  Student-athlete 8 also shared how shame-inducing 
events in sport can lead to the loss of connecting with the fun, but by regaining her sense 
of fun she was better able to cope with an inability to meet career expectations:  
I missed soccer. Soccer was becoming so unfun to me.  It used to be my favorite 
thing in the world.  Now I just wanted to be able to just participate, just be on the 
field.  I just wanted to be able to simply play soccer with my team.  
Connecting with the fun of sport helped SAs separate their sense of worth and connection 
from the outcome (i.e., Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome) and 
instead, engage in their sport based on the principles and values of pleasure and 
participation. 
 Interpersonal factors: accurate empathy from others and task/mastery team 
climate.  Ten out of fifteen SAs reported that accurate empathy from others was an 
interpersonal mechanism that supported Redefining Value and Belonging separate from 
the Outcome when coping with a shame-inducing event.  For these participants, having a 
teammate, coach, or parent that listened to them and validated their shame-inducing 




Outcome.  Student-athlete 2 highlighted the importance of accurate empathy following 
the loss of a starting position, distinguishing the differential impact of an empty platitude 
from others versus a validating experience with others:  
I definitely felt as though [teammate] was one of the few people who honest to 
God understood how I was feeling. Just talking to her and her just being like, 
“Yeah, it sucks. I’m sorry,” helped a lot. There’s a fine line between—I feel like a 
lot of times when you’re comforting someone, you don't know whether to be like, 
"Oh, it's gonna be okay. Keep your head up. It’s fine” or to be like, “Oh, that’s 
really shitty. I’m sorry.” I feel like she walked that line very well for me, ‘cause 
she got it, so she was very helpful. 
Similarly, when SA6 spoke with her coach following an underperformance in 
competition, she stressed how helpful accurate empathy was from her coach in being able 
to understand and validate her self-critical and ruminative shame response: “I was really 
glad that she acknowledged that there was a possibility that I could feel that way.  It made 
me feel a lot better.”  Student-athlete 10 shared a comparable experience of accurate 
empathy with his parents that helped him cope with an underperformance during 
competition: “The biggest thing that helped was when my parents told me they supported 
me...my dad said to me, ‘It’s so painful to see my own son trying so hard but falling so 
short.’”  Overall, accurate empathy from others helped many SAs internalize the shame-
coping response Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome so that they 
could continue to engage in their sport following a shame-inducing event.  A clear 




coach helped him to reconnect to his sport when coping with the frustration that came 
with underperforming during competition:  
[Assistant coach] said, “Next time just tell me when you’re frustrated, but don’t 
take it out on yourself.” For the next three weeks whenever I was frustrated, I 
would come into the wall and I’d look at him and be like, “[assistant coach], I’m 
frustrated.” He’d be like, “Cool.” Then we’d just keep going.  Once again, it’s 
connecting with me and how I interact and express myself, and then making it 
possible for me to get frustrated and move on. 
Through validation of their shame-inducing experience, SAs were able to use accurate 
empathy from others to accept the emotional pain of these events while also regaining a 
sense of value and belonging from others that was not determined by the outcome (i.e., 
Redefine Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome).  
 Eight out of fifteen SAs reported that a task/mastery team climate was an 
interpersonal mechanism that supported Redefining Value and Belonging separate from 
the Outcome when coping with a shame-inducing event.  Similar to the interpersonal 
factor of the shame-coping response Focus on the Process when Performing, team 
environments that valued skill development (i.e., task/mastery team climate) and effort 
above the outcome helps SAs to move towards Redefining Value and Belonging separate 
from the Outcome.  As expressed by SA12, his experience of a task/mastery team climate 
helped him internalize skill development and effort-based values from his coaches and 
teammates: “I gained a sense of we’re gonna work on what we can, make better with 




actively sought to foster a task/mastery team climate to support her shame-coping by 
“asking my coaches to not tell me times” when training or competing following an 
underperformance during competition.  This focus on the process over outcome helped 
foster “compassion” and “stop comparison to how I swam the previous year” when SA15 
did not meet previous definitions of outcome-based success.  Through active modeling 
and valuing of skill development and effort (i.e., task/mastery team climate) by coaches 
and teammates, participants adopted new foci for their sense of sport-based worth and 
connection, thus facilitating Redefining Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome. 
  Overall, it appears that the shame-coping response Redefine Value and Belonging 
separate from the Outcome through indicated intrapersonal and interpersonal factors 
helps SAs to protect their self-worth and belonging within their sport experience.  When 
value and belonging are no longer solely conditional to end results or status through 
playing time, SAs may better cope with potentially shame-inducing setbacks, mistakes, or 
failures in their sport. 
Shame-Coping Response #3: Connect to Value and Belonging outside of Sport 
(higher-order theme) 
 Six out of fifteen participants reported the use of Connecting to Value and 
Belonging outside of Sport as a shame-coping response.  Connecting to Value and 
Belonging outside of Sport allowed participants to shift focus towards other areas of 
importance in their lives (e.g., social, family, school, career) thereby lessening the 
detrimental psychosocial impact of perceived mistakes, setbacks, and failures in their 




(higher-order theme) included subthemes representing both intrapersonal factors, shift to 
greater mission in college and recognize identity outside of sport as well as interpersonal 
factors, family support and modeling of sport-life balance from other athletes, that 
facilitated this higher-order shame-coping response.   
 Intrapersonal factors: recognize life outside of sport and shift to greater 
mission in college.  Six out of fifteen SAs reported that recognizing life outside of sport 
was an intrapersonal mechanism that supported Connecting to Value and Belonging 
outside of Sport when coping with a shame-inducing event.  Following multiple 
underperformances during competition triggering shame reactions for SA6, she first 
recognized “I need to separate my identity from [my sport]” and then “shift[ed] focus” to 
other important areas, namely school and career.  Similarly, SA9 recognized life outside 
of sport when coping with the inability to meet career expectations: “[My sport’s] not 
everything...That next day, I go back to classes and it’s like, ‘Oh no, [my sport] is just 
part of my life.’  That helps – realizing that this is not everything.”  By decentering from 
the all-consuming nature of outcome-based shame in sport, SAs who recognized life 
outside of sport re-connected with a sense of worth and social connection not conditional 
upon the result. 
 Four out of fifteen SAs expressed a shift to greater mission in college as helpful 
to Connect to Value and Belonging in Sport when coping with a shame-inducing event.  
Student-athlete 6 described a dialectical stance following multiple underperformances 
during competition, in which she shared her love of the sport while also emphasizing her 




I care about [my sport]. I love this. I love my teammates. I love my coach...But I 
don't wanna go to the Olympics. This isn't my thing. I'm very good, but I wanna 
go to med school."  I started being like...“I have other s--- I need to focus on." I 
think I was like, "All right.  I can't spend class time thinking about this.  I need to 
be paying attention." 
Similarly, after becoming aware that “association [between my identity and sport 
success] is dangerous,” SA14 explained that shifting to his greater mission in college 
helped to cope with underperformances during competition by focusing on school, 
helping to “reseat my mind off of [recent failure].”  By shifting to greater missions in 
college, which were not defined by sport success, SAs were able to connect with a sense 
of value related to other identities and aspirations, as well as belonging within different 
contexts (i.e., school, career). 
 Interpersonal factors: family support and modeling of sport-life balance from 
other athletes.  Four out of fifteen SAs reported that family support was an interpersonal 
mechanism that supported Connecting to Value and Belonging outside of Sport when 
coping with a shame-inducing event.  In contrast to those participants who indicated 
pressure to perform from family related to outcome success in their sport, SAs who 
Connected to Value and Belonging outside of Sport shared consistent family support in 
their sport unrelated to results.  Additionally, as shared by SA12, when transitioning from 
competing at the club level in high school to competing in college, a “tacit agreement 
between us became that school is now definitely first” leading to messages from his 




when coping with potential shame-inducing events.  Other SAs reported that family 
support led to an emphasis on “being supportive” (SA10) and “wanting me to be happy” 
(SA13) outside of sport.  When SAs were reinforced to seek value and recognize secure 
belonging independent of sport success through family support, participants were able to 
cope with shame-inducing events defined by perceived setbacks, mistakes, or failures. 
 Three out of fifteen SAs reported that modeling of sport-life balance from other 
athletes was an interpersonal mechanism that supported Connecting to Value and 
Belonging outside of Sport when coping with a shame-inducing event.  For example, SA6 
“focus[ed] on things that aren’t sport-related” through the model of an Olympic athlete 
within her sport who was also in medical school (similar career aspiration): “She cooked 
her way through this cupcake cookbook when she was training for the Olympics...She 
was like, ‘I needed something that wasn’t medicine and wasn’t [my sport].’”  Other SAs 
described senior athletes on their team as modeling a sense “family” and “not caring 
about how fast I went” (SA12), with as much support towards school demands outside of 
their sport experience (SAs 4 and 5).  Like family support, modeling of sport-life balance 
from other athletes reinforced value and belonging separate from sport-based outcome, 
allowing SAs to further expand their valued identities and social networks in important 
life domains independent of sport. 
 Overall, it seems that the shame-coping response Connecting to Value and 
Belonging outside of Sport through indicated intrapersonal and interpersonal factors 
helped SAs to protect their self-worth and belonging as not solely dependent on their 




domains, shame-inducing setbacks, mistakes, or failures within the one domain of sport 
might have had less detrimental impact for college student-athletes and allowed them to 
better cope with these events.   
Chapter Summary 
 Consistent with Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2017) data collection and analytic 
procedures for parallel-databases, convergent mixed-methods design, the principal 
researcher ensured ethical collection and management of semi-structured interview data 
(step 1) and appropriate analyses to develop qualitative findings (step 2) to answer the 
two-part overarching research question of this study (RQ A, RQ B) that inform how US 
college student-athletes experience (RQ A) and cope with shame (RQ B) in their sport.  
In response to research question A (RQ A), higher-order themes derived from thematic 
analysis revealed three different types of shame-inducing (“Not Enough”) events.  These 
events led to the psycho-social-contextual experience of shame in sport for participants, 
which were described as Consuming and Debilitating (intrapersonal) and Lonely and 
Isolated (psychosocial), as influenced by personal histories and team environments that 
overvalued outcome success (“Not Enough” Environment and History).  In response to 
research question B (RQ B), higher-order themes derived from thematic analysis revealed 
the following shame-coping responses: Focus on the Process when Performing, Redefine 
Value and Belonging separate from the Outcome, and Connect to Value and Belonging 
outside of Sport.  Intrapersonal and interpersonal factors were also described to better 
understand how participants used these shame-coping responses during or following 




findings will be merged and interpreted (steps 3 and 4; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) 
with the quantitative findings in the following chapter (Chapter Six), along with a 




CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 
 Introduction  
	  
I am enough.  No matter the outcome, I do belong. 
 
 In contrast to the beginning of Chapter One, these internal thoughts and beliefs 
represent resilient responses to the potential inevitability of shame experiences in US 
college athletics (Partridge & Elison, 2010).  Better understanding shame resilience 
within college sport is imperative given the sociocultural expectations faced by its 
participants.  Governed by the performance ethic, “a set of ideas and beliefs emphasizing 
that the quality of the sport experience can be measured in terms of improved skills and 
competitive success” (Coakley, 2016; p. 86), US college student-athletes participate 
within a cultural milieu that equates value and belonging with prowess and results.  Yet 
when performance on the field, ice, track, court, or in the pool does not live up to the 
ideals of the performance ethic, shame may persist for college student-athletes (Lazarus, 
2000; Partridge & Elison, 2010).  Short-term consequences of shame include competitive 
anxiety, fear of failure, and social devaluation (Conroy et al., 2001; Hofseth et al., 2016; 
Scanlan & Passer, 1978, 1979), which might lead to longer-term ill-being, burnout, and 
dropout in sport (Adie & Bartholomew, 2013; Balish et al., 2014; Harris & Watson, 
2014).   
 Despite the possible universality of shame in sport (Ryall, 2019) and its 
psychosocial costs to college student-athletes, a vulnerable population within sport 




cultural phenomenon in US college athletics.  Therefore, the purpose of this mixed 
methods research project was to explore how US college-student athletes experience and 
cope with potential shame-inducing events in sport.  In accordance with Creswell and 
Plano Clark’s (2017) parallel-databases, convergent mixed method design, quantitative 
and qualitative findings (steps 1 and 2) were merged and interpreted (steps 3 and 4) and 
presented in the following discussion section.  Theoretical and practical significance of 
these synthesized findings, as well as limitations and future directions will be considered 
to foster the resilience to shame in US college sport. 
Synthesis of Quantitative and Qualitative Results 
Paradigm of Inquiry 
 Given the exploratory nature of this study’s purpose with a central focus on 
comprehensively answering the research question, pragmatism as the paradigm of inquiry 
guided research design, analysis, and interpretation of results (Creswell and Plano Clark, 
2017).  Pragmatism represents a dialectical epistemology reflected in this mixed-methods 
design by honoring both objective (i.e., quantitatively-derived) and subjective (i.e., 
qualitatively-derived) forms of knowledge.  Within sport and performance psychology, 
pragmatic research attempts to better understand real-world issues experienced by 
participants in sport sensitive to the sociocultural context in order to advance theory and 
applied practice (Giacobbi et al., 2005; Gibson, 2016).  Through this epistemological 
lens, the primary researcher attempted to foster a theoretical and practical understanding 




Ensuring Quality in Mixed Methods Research 
 Consistent with Sparkes’ (2015) critical review of mixed methods research in 
sport and performance psychology, quality criteria for data collection and analysis (steps 
1 and 2) of this study was judged by incorporating both quantitative (e.g., reliability of 
measures) and qualitative (e.g., bracketing, triangulation) markers of rigor, as discussed 
in previous chapters.  Distinct quality criteria across datasets are warranted when data 
from both quantitative and qualitative arms is viewed as discrete (Sparkes, 2015), as in 
this study’s parallel-databases design.  For the synthesis and interpretation of quantitative 
and qualitative findings (steps 3 and 4) discussed below, quality was ensured based on 
Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2017) guidelines for data quality (i.e., integration of both 
study arms is appropriate and adequate) and interpretive rigor (i.e., others could reach the 
same inferences based on findings grounded in the data).  Similar to the bracketing 
section earlier in Chapter Five, I invite you, the reader, to put on your ‘rigor glasses’ with 
me in the goal of honoring the lived experiences of this study’s participants.  They have 
much to teach us. 
Convergent Findings for the Experience of Shame and Shame-Coping in Sport 
 In accordance with Creswell and Plano Clark (2017), the integration and 
interpretation of parallel databases (steps 3 and 4) was conducted to ensure a more 
complete understanding of shame experience and shame-coping in sport than each arm of 
the study could provide on their own.  Synthesis of statistically significant results from 
the quantitative arm and central themes from the qualitative arm revealed three 




Impact Sport Competence and Experience and the Internalization of the Performance 
Ethic may lead to Shame in Sport represent convergent findings in response to how US 
college student-athletes experience shame in the athletic domain.  Self-Compassion as a 
Shame-Coping Strategy in Sport represents the third and final convergent finding in 
response to how US college student-athletes cope with shame-inducing events.  
Descriptions of these convergent findings and connection to relevant literature will be 
discussed in the following sections. 
Shame may Negatively Impact Sport Competence and Experience 
 Complementary data from the two methodological arms of the study supported 
the first convergent finding, Shame may Negatively Impact Sport Competence and 
Experience.  Quantitative results revealed a statistically significant negative correlation 
between shame in sport and perceived competence in sport for participants.  Additionally, 
a linear regression analysis revealed that shame negatively predicted sport-based 
competence for college student-athlete participants.  Congruently, higher-order themes 
from thematic analysis described shame-inducing (i.e., “Not Enough”) events as 
Consuming and Debilitating and Unspoken and Lonely, further indicating that shame 
may have detrimental impact on sport-based competence and overall experience in sport 
for college student-athletes.  Please see Table 9 below for a visual representation of this 







Table 9.  Convergent finding #1: Shame may negatively impact sport competence and 
experience. 
Convergent Finding #1:  
Shame may negatively impact sport competence and experience 
 
Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings 
(shame experience higher-order themes) 
Pearson Correlation 
    Shame & Perceived Competence 
 
r(38) = -.378, p = .016 
 
Linear Regression 
    Shame & Perceived Competence 
 




Consuming & Debilitative 
 
“During the game, and afterwards, 
I remember just being like, ‘Wow, 
I wish I wasn’t here right now.’” 
 
“I played terrible that game...I was 
just like, ‘This sucks. This is no 
fun. Why am I doing this? I’m 
terrible. Why am I so bad at 
soccer?’” 
 
Unspoken & Lonely 
 
“No one said anything to me...it 
alienated the s--- out of me.” 
 
“I locked myself in the team 
locker room crying, hoping that 
things would be better if I isolated 
myself and no one could see me.” 
 
 Consistent with previous research summarizing the impact of shame for 
competitive athletes (Partridge & Elison, 2010), convergent findings from college 
student-athletes in this study reported how potentially impairing shame experience may 
be to performance as well as overall sport experience.  As previously framed by Lazarus’ 
(1991; 2000) cognitive-motivational-relational theory of emotion (CMR), shame 
experiences for student-athletes are triggered by a threat to their athletic ego-ideal (i.e., 




student-athlete’s secondary appraisal, or sense of efficacy to cope with this threat to ‘who 
I am as an athlete,’ one may experience an intrapersonal loss of worth and value, leading 
to a decreased sense of efficacy or competence in current and future performance 
situations.  In fact, all fifteen participants in the qualitative arm of the study reported 
Consuming rumination on their past failure following a potentially shame-inducing event.   
State rumination and self-criticism have been demonstrated as intrapersonal markers of 
the shame response through clinically-based theoretical models (Neff & Germer, 2015; 
2018), correlational data (Cheung, Gilbert, & Irons, 2004), and experimental studies 
(Johnson & O’Brien, 2013).  Despite a lack of empirical research explicitly exploring the 
intrapersonal shame experience for athletes, the ruminative attacks on perceived sport-
based competence mentioned in this study conceptually match the Theory of Challenge 
and Threat States in Athletes (TCTSA; Jones, Meijen, Carla, McCarthy, & Sheffield, 
2009).  When athletes perceive a competitive situation as a threat to their sense of well-
being or esteem (consistent with a shame response), subsequent biopsychosocial 
impairment can ensue, including attention to task-irrelevant stimuli (Hase, O’Brien, 
Moore, & Freeman, 2018; Vine et al., 2013).  Like the rumination experienced by 
participants of this study, shame may lead to an incapacitating flood of task-irrelevant 
stimuli and subsequent poor performance and feelings of incompetence. 
 Such Consuming and Debilitating intrapersonal attacks on student-athlete’s sense 
of competence following perceived failures led to maladaptive shame-coping behaviors 
such as withdrawal, consistent with Partridge and Elison’s (2008) model of maladaptive 




nature of shame, student-athletes in this study consistently reported wanting to isolate and 
hide following a perceived failure, even during play.  These feelings led to shifts in 
behavior viewed as antithetical to what makes one a good soccer competitor.  In the only 
other study to inductively investigate shame (Hofseth et al., 2016), Norwegian 
professional soccer players reported an analogous “emotional desire to escape” and hide 
following shame-inducing events in training or competition. 
 Why would such a pernicious intrapersonal experience lead an athlete to want to 
escape or hide?  It may be important to return to Miller and Stiver’s (1997) relational-
cultural theory (RCT), which informed shame resilience theory (SRT; Brown, 2006) to 
better understand the contextual impact of shame in sport.  Based on RCT, the 
psychosocial consequences of shame experiences result in relational trauma, defined by 
disconnection from others (e.g., teammates, coaches, family within the sport 
environment), and a felt sense of “psychological isolation” (p. 72).  In turn, the majority 
of student-athletes in this study’s qualitative arm reported silence from others and a 
desire to be silent in return as well as disconnection from others following perceived 
failures in their sport (subthemes to the higher-order theme Unspoken and Lonely).  For 
example, as shown in table 9, student-athletes shared a feeling of alienation as well as a 
desire to not be seen by others following shame-inducing events.  When value and 
belonging are based on the outcome, failure to attain one’s athletic ego-ideal in the sport 
environment may lead to a loss of worth and connection with oneself and others.  These 
qualitative findings expressing the negative impact of shame on sport-based competence 




following shame events (Elison et al., 2006) and greater findings from sport psychology 
associating threat-based emotional experiences in sport with subsequent experiential 
avoidance (Meijen, Jones, McCarthy, Sheffield, & Allen, 2013). 
 Overall, complementary findings from the quantitative and qualitative arms of 
this study indicate that shame experiences in sport may negatively impact sport-based 
competence and student-athletes’ relationship with their sport, leading to potential 
isolation and avoidance.  This first convergent finding appears to be conceptually 
consistent with Brown’s (2006) definition of shame as “an intensely painful feeling or 
experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and 
belonging” (p.45), mirroring the impact of shame on sport-based competence (“I am 
flawed”) and subsequent alienation (“I am unworthy of acceptance and belonging”).  
Given the empirical support connecting one’s sense of efficacy in sport with coping 
effectiveness (Nwanko & Onyishi, 2012) and performance (LaForge & Sullivan, 2010; 
LaForge-MacKenzie & Sullivan, 2014), as well as perceived sport competence with 
esteem (Wagnusson, Lindwall, & Gustafsson, 2014), what can sport participants do when 
their sense of competence is threatened by potentially inevitable shame experiences?   
 Though not a convergent finding, it is important to highlight (especially for future 
research and applied implications) that both Focus on the Process when Performing and 
Redefine Value and Belonging in Sport of the higher-order shame-coping strategies 
represent a starting point for resilience to these ‘not enough’ events that can damage 
student-athlete’s sense of competence and overall sport experience.  First, Focus on the 




task-relevant cues in their performance rather than being swept away by Consuming & 
Debilitating rumination and self-criticism.  This shame-coping strategy relates to 
acceptance-based approaches to sport performance (e.g., Baltzell & Summers, 2016;s 
2018; Gardner, 2016), particularly the attentional skill of committing to performance-
enhancing cues in the environment even when experiencing sport dukkha (i.e., sport-
based suffering through shame response).  
 Despite the conceptual compatibility of this shame-coping strategy with 
acceptance approaches to sport performance, one student-athlete participant who Focused 
on the Process when Performing described coping efforts suggestive of thought stopping 
and self-talk from the psychological skills training (PST) tradition, grounded in cognitive 
behavioral principles and techniques (e.g., Gustaffson et al., 2017).  She shared, “After a 
little bit of obsessing over what happened, I was just like, ‘Okay, you can’t do that,’ and 
then I just tried to repeat to myself the main things [head coach] said to do.”  Though a 
recent RCT study supported the effectiveness of a mindfulness and acceptance-based 
intervention (Mindfulness-Acceptance-Commitment, MAC; Gardner & Moore, 2004) 
over PST towards emotion-focused coping in sport (Josefsson et al., 2018), the 
theoretical and applied debate between these different approaches continues within the 
field of sport and performance psychology.  In the pragmatic spirit underpinning this 
study’s paradigm exploring shame resilience, perhaps a dialectic stance stressing 
‘whatever works’ for student-athletes is most important when coping with these 
competence-defeating experiences.  




Belonging in Sport embodies a shame-coping strategy described by this study’s 
participants that attempts to reconceptualize one’s sense of worthiness and connection as 
separate from sport-based outcomes.  In turn, perceived competence is less fragile and 
dependent upon success and relentless outcome-based improvement.  Redefine Value and 
Belonging in Sport was described by one student-athlete as, “I think I've learned that all I 
can do is just play my best” and “it's sort of foolish to think about competing with 
someone else when all it did in the end in this case was make me do worse.”  In contrast, 
when this student-athlete, “just played because I like to play and enjoy doing that, kicking 
corners, playing soccer, I did perfectly fine.”  Like values-based action promoted in 
acceptance-approaches to sport performance (e.g., Birrer, Röthlin, & Morgan, 2012) and 
the resonance performance model (Newburg, Kimiecik, Durand-Bush, & Doell, 2002), 
student-athletes in this study coped with shame experiences by clarifying a valued 
direction (‘how I want to be in my sport’ distinct from outcome goals) and reconnecting 
with feelings of enjoyment in their sport (i.e., resonance).  In addition, when student-
athletes redefined their sport-based values to be other-oriented (e.g., “I swim because I 
like to be with my teammates”) either through effort on the field or affiliative support off 
the field, their sense of belonging within their sport environment was no longer 
dependent upon the outcome.      
Internalization of the Performance Ethic may lead to Shame in Sport 
 Complementary data from the two methodological arms of the study supported 
the second convergent finding, Internalization of the Performance Ethic may lead to 




correlation between perfectionism in sport and sport-based shame for participants.  
Additionally, a linear regression analysis revealed that perfectionism in sport positively 
predicted sport-based shame for college student-athlete participants.  Though Coakley 
(2016) does not explicitly draw the connection between perfectionism and the 
performance ethic, the relentless emphasis on “improving skills, becoming more 
competitive, winning, and being promoted into elite performance categories” (p. 86) 
seems to promote this perfectionistic striving towards outcome-based development and 
success within sport.  In addition, previous research has demonstrated this association 
between maladaptive perfectionism (i.e., self-worth based on exceedingly high standards 
for outcome performance; Rice & Stuart, 2010) and shame in sport (e.g., Elison & 
Partridge, 2012; Sagar & Stoeber, 2009).  Correspondingly, the subthemes pressure to 
perform and previous socialization from the higher-order theme “Not Enough” History 
and Environment indicated that college student-athletes may be prone to shame-inducing 
(i.e., “Not Enough”) events when expectations from others (e.g., coaches, teammates, 
family, team culture) are strictly in line with the performance ethic and outcome-based.  
Please see Table 10 below for a visual representation of this convergent result with a 
selection of corresponding meaning units from the qualitative arm. 




Table 10.  Convergent finding #2: Internalization of the performance ethic may lead to 
shame in sport. 
Convergent Finding #2:  
Internalization of the performance ethic may lead to shame in sport 
 
Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings 
(shame experience subthemes) 
Pearson Correlation 
    Perfectionism & Shame 
 
r(38) = .478, p = .002 
 
Linear Regression 
    Perfectionism & Shame 
 
F(1, 39) = 11.282, p = 0.002, R2 = 
0.229 
 
Pressure to perform 
 
“I wanted to put a name in for 
myself. I wanted to contend for 
the starting role, and I knew that 
opportunities were gonna be 
limited, so I needed to make an 
impact straight away. I put a lot 
of pressure on myself as 
knowing that any small mistake 




“The idea that you’re only based 
on your results and not your 
work ethic and not your 
determination was very 




 As stated by Brown (2010) in her work combating the damaging psychosocial 
effects of maladaptive perfectionism, “your self-worth is on the line” when you are in a 
socially evaluative context (p. 57).  This unrelenting and eventually crushing pursuit of 
perfection is so pervasive because it is fostered by the sociocultural belief that we can 
avoid or minimize shame if “we do everything perfectly” (Brown, 2010; p. 57).  Brown’s 
(2010) stance regarding the shame-inducing, false promise of perfectionism is similar to 




Myth (Coakley, 2015), the performance ethic in US organized sport promotes continual 
dominance and success as determinants of social standing and moral goodness (Coakley, 
2016).  Consistent with Lazarus’ (1991, 2000) CMR theory of emotions in sport, shame 
becomes inevitable when one fails to live up to their athletic ego-ideal, especially when 
this ego-ideal is fueled by perfectionistic tendencies.  Similar to the quantitative findings 
in this study, correlational studies within sport have revealed proneness to shame based 
on perfectionistic concerns over mistakes during competition (Elison & Partridge, 2012; 
Sagar & Stoeber, 2009).  Moreover, a recent study of adolescent athletes revealed that 
perfectionistic concerns over mistakes were positively correlated with fear of 
embarrassment and shame, and predicted fear of failure in sport (Correia, Rosado, & 
Serpa, 2018).    
 In conjunction with the quantitative arm, shame experience subthemes, pressure 
to perform and previous socialization from the qualitative arm further described the 
internalization of the performance ethic towards shame proneness for student-athletes.  A 
student-athlete following a loss in competition shared a striking example displaying the 
destructiveness of performance ethic standards:  
An elite endurance athlete. That is what I am. I put in all that work and f---ing 
lost. At that point, I had ribs coming disconnected from my sternum that were 
literally hanging out of my chest. I couldn't breathe. I was killing my body for 
this, and we f---ing lost. 
 Pressure to perform and meet outcome-based standards like those espoused by 




one student-athlete shared, “my worth to [my coach] was based on the outcome.”  Similar 
to Fontana and Fry’s (2017) correlational findings from an adult recreational sample, 
ego-involving climates are positively associated with shame in sport.  According to 
student-athletes in this study’s qualitative arm, pressure to perform as an environmental 
enhancer of shame in sport was fostered by coaches, teammates, and family alike.   
 Prior to college sport, student-athletes also reported previous socialization within 
their family or past sport environments as indicative of how the performance ethic can 
become internalized over one’s sport career.  Participants described family cultural values 
that promoted perfectionistic standards in sport (“never good enough”) and gendered, 
hypermasculine team values from past club teams (“chauvinism”) that promoted 
dominance and outcome success as central to value and belonging.  These qualitative 
findings are consistent with Brown’s (2006) conceptualization of shame as the “real or 
perceived failure of meeting cultural expectations” (p. 45).  Unfortunately, the centrality 
of culture in sport participants’ performance, engagement, and well-being in sport still 
remains understudied within sport and performance psychology (Ryba, 2017).  Though 
further discussed in future directions and applied implications, helping sport participants 
to be critically aware (i.e., ‘speaking shame,’ Brown, 2006) of the cultural pervasiveness 
of the performance ethic in US organized sport might foster shame resilience to these ‘not 
enough’ performance standards.  By seeing the veil of the GSM more clearly, self-blame 
typical of shame might be interrupted for US college student-athletes. 
 Given the natural propensity for individuals to internalize the performance ethic 




to these shame-inducing performance standards?  Though not a convergent finding, both 
the second and third higher-order shame-coping strategies, Redefine Value and Belonging 
in Sport and Connect with Value and Belonging Outside of Sport represent possible 
adaptive responses.  First, as previously discussed, when worth is not based on the 
perfectionistic scoreboard disseminated by the performance ethic, shame may be less 
likely to occur following setbacks, mistakes, or failures in sport.  In particular, when 
college student-athletes defined their success and social connection within the sport 
environment according to a set of values distinct from the outcome (i.e., Redefine Value 
and Belonging in Sport), they reported adaptive shame-coping during their future sport 
experience by mitigating global attributions of worth based on outcome performance, 
leading to greater enjoyment and engagement.  This shame-coping strategy seems 
conceptually consistent with the psychological processes of values clarification (i.e., 
knowing what gives one meaning in their sport life) and committed action (i.e., behaviors 
consistent with one’s sport values) within acceptance and commitment therapy (Hayes, 
Strosahl, & Wilson, 2011).  Recently, these coping processes have begun to gain traction 
as applied practices in sport psychology to foster distress tolerance, performance 
excellence, and satisfaction (Henriksen, 2019; Smith, Leeming, Forman, & Hayes, 2019).  
Athletes can maintain their sense of value and belonging in sport when both are based on 
values separate from outcome success or perfectionistic performance goals. 
 Connecting with Value and Belonging Outside of Sport may represent an 
additional shame-coping strategy in response to the internalization of the performance 




a sport participant is overidentified or solely identified with the unrealistic standards of 
the performance ethic, one might be more prone to a catastrophic devaluation of their 
athletic ego-ideal.  To combat this overidentification and proneness to shame, student-
athletes regained a sense of value from other life domains and important identities, 
particularly academics and career, or social life.  One student-athlete shared this 
exploration of value and connection outside of sport as follows: 
It was like, "Okay, let's focus on academics" or "Okay, let's focus on friends 
outside of the sport." Super important to have people who are not [on your team], 
who don't wanna talk about the sport and don't wanna hear you talk about 
practice. I think, yeah, there's also a need outside of here. You are more than just 
this [sport], and that can get lost very easily, especially when all of your friends 
and your adult mentorship figures are coaches and your friends are athletes, and 
it's like everything is that. Yeah, focus on things that aren't sport-related is what I 
would do, and try to have a sense of identify where it's not your sport. 
Study participants were also able to communicate this greater emphasis on their school 
and career achievements to important sources of social support, namely their parents 
during the transition from high school to college.  This shame-coping finding appears 
consistent with one of primary developmental tasks of late adolescence, establishing a 
sense of personal identity (Erikson, 1959).  According to Marcia (1966), healthy ego-
identity development requires crises in development that force adolescents to choose 
meaningful social roles and identities.  In contrast, according to Coakley (1992), athletic 




one’s exploration of meaningful identities and lead to psychosocial crises when one is 
unable to live up to their athletic ego-ideal.  Though research on athletic identity 
foreclosure has yet to explore any association with shame experiences for athletes and 
findings are mixed regarding Coakley’s (1992) ‘unidimensional self-identity’ hypothesis 
(Brewer & Petitpas, 2017), an overreliance on performance ethic standards towards one’s 
self-worth might heighten shame-proneness for sport participants.  Though future 
research is warranted, identity exploration outside of sport might be an adaptive shame-
coping strategy for college student-athletes.   
Self-Compassion as a Shame-Coping Strategy in Sport 
 Complementary data from the two methodological arms of the study supported 
the third convergent finding, Self-Compassion as a Shame-Coping Strategy in Sport.  
Quantitative results revealed a statistically significant negative correlation between self-
compassion in sport and sport-based shame for participants.  Additionally, a linear 
regression analysis revealed that self-compassion negatively predicted sport-based shame 
for college student-athlete participants.  Congruently, subthemes derived from thematic 
analysis described two shame-coping strategies, recognizing others’ struggles and 
recognizing the event as temporary, which are consistent with the common humanity and 
mindfulness facets of Neff’s (2003a) conceptualization of self-compassion.  Please see 
Table 11 below for a visual representation of this convergent result with a selection of 
corresponding meaning units from the qualitative arm. 




Table 11.  Convergent finding #3: Self-compassion as a shame-coping strategy in sport. 
Convergent Finding #3:  
Self-Compassion as a Shame-Coping Strategy in Sport 
 
Quantitative Findings Qualitative Findings 
(shame-coping subthemes) 
Pearson Correlation 
    Self-Compassion & Shame 
 
r(38) = -.506, p = .002 
 
Linear Regression 
    Self-Compassion & Shame 
 
F(1, 39) = 13.073, p = .001, R2 = 
0.256 
Recognize others’ struggles 
 
“I was just thinking about our 
massive roster and how many 
people were in really hard 
positions. If they can do it, I can 
do it kind of thing.” 
 
Recognize event as temporary 
 
“I think I've become better about 
addressing when I've made a 
mistake and that it's not going to 
be a permanent thing.” 
 
 Consistent with hypothesis 2, findings from both the quantitative and qualitative 
arms of this study suggested that self-compassion might be a shame-coping strategy for 
US college student-athletes.  When coping with shame, participants inductively described 
similar coping processes to Neff’s (2003a) three facets of self-compassion 
operationalized within her psychometric measure: mindfulness, common humanity, and 
self-kindness.  First, the shame-coping subtheme recognize events as temporary appears 
similar to the mindfulness component of self-compassion, a present-moment awareness 
of shame as a passing psychophysiological phenomenon, in direct contrast to the 
overidentification and shame-ridden rumination consistent with shame events (‘I will 




shame-coping subtheme recognize others’ struggles seems to function as a similar coping 
process to the common humanity component of self-compassion, recognizing that shame 
and failure in sport is universal, compared with the alienation and loneliness that shame 
produces (‘I am the only one who failed,’ ‘I don’t deserve to belong’) (Neff & Germer, 
2018).  Interestingly, shame experience higher-order themes reported by participants, 
Consuming and Debilitating and Unspoken and Lonely, seem to confirm these ruminative 
and isolating aspects of shame that self-compassionate coping facets mindfulness and 
common humanity may help to assuage.  
 Though self-kindness, responding to difficult moments as an inner ally versus a 
critical enemy, did not emerge as a shame-coping subtheme from this study’s qualitative 
arm, meaning units revealed the potential presence of Neff’s (2003a) third facet of self-
compassion in response to sport-based shame.  Multiple college student-athletes 
expressed intrapersonal thoughts and appraisals of kindness, as they would treat a close 
teammate following a shame event in their sport.  Student-athletes called their 
ruminative, “festering thoughts” as “unjustified,” giving themselves permission to “take a 
step back” and “think it’s ok to be upset.”  As expressed by one student-athlete following 
an underperformance in competition, “setbacks are formative experiences and you should 
embrace the opportunity to make yourself better, but don’t beat yourself up.”  As posited 
by Neff and Germer (2018), responding with compassionate encouragement to shame-
inducing events versus tearing down one’s worth represents the final component of a self-
compassionate response to shame in sport, consistent with qualitative findings. 




strategy in sport is conceptually consistent with Neff and Germer’s (2015) framework for 
self-compassionate coping with shame for trauma survivors.  Internalized shame 
reactions to trauma tend to lead to rumination, self-isolation, and self-criticism, whereby 
self-compassionate components of mindfulness, common humanity, and self-kindness 
can help re-establish one’s sense of worthiness and belonging.  In sport, when feeling 
‘not enough,’ athletes who engender a self-compassionate relationship to their experience 
may better cope with the destructive psychosocial consequences of shame.   
 Quantitative and qualitative results supporting this convergent finding seem 
consistent with correlational and intervention studies in sport that have demonstrated self-
compassion may be an important resource towards shame resilience, including an 
enhanced ability to cope with sport failure (Mosewich, et al., 2013; Reis et al., 2015) and 
critical rumination (Ferguson et al., 2014), and to learn from sport-based mistakes 
(Ferguson et al., 2014).  One student-athlete described this adaptive process of self-
compassionate shame resilience in sport as follows:  
It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault things are like this...You probably didn’t do 
anything that actively sought out this State of being, this State of emergency for 
you, but that doesn’t mean you can’t own it and you can’t say this is mine. It’s on 
my back now and it’s with me and that’s fine. I’m gonna move past it and soon 
it’s not gonna feel like anything there. It doesn’t behoove you to beat yourself up 
over something you couldn’t control. It’s like climate change. We inherited it. 
This student-athlete’s shame-coping response expresses the components of self-




humanity (“It’s like climate change. We inherited it.”), and self-kindness (“it’s not your 
fault”).  Strikingly, whereas shame events in sport may lead to all-consuming criticism 
and experiential avoidance, student-athlete participants from this study who shared self-
compassionate responses also shared a perceived willingness to learn from these events.  
This ability to learn from setbacks, mistakes, and failures through a self-compassionate 
response appears to support Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) broaden-and-build theory of 
positive emotions, which was previously mentioned as a potential frame to better 
understand self-compassion as a shame-coping response.  In contrast to the maladaptive 
though-behavioral repertoires typical of shame (e.g., attack self, withdraw, avoid), self-
compassion as viewed through Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) model may lead to enhanced 
attentional, cognitive, and behavioral resources.  The positive affective benefits of self-
compassion may allow athletes to cope with potential shame-inducing experiences from a 
stance of curiosity and future learning (i.e., challenge mindset; Jones et al., 2009), as 
opposed to self-handicapping or shutting down.   
 Correlational and qualitative studies within sport have also demonstrated that 
women athletes with higher levels of self-compassion are more likely to take 
responsibility for and attempt to learn from setbacks, mistakes, or failures (e.g., Ingstrup 
et al., 2017; Mosewich et al., 2011).  These findings are contrary to reported fears from 
women athletes that too much self-compassion may lead to mediocrity in sport 
performance (Ferguson et al., 2014; Sutherland et al., 2014).  In accordance with Neff 
and Vonk’s (2009) correlational investigation and Neff’s (2011) theoretical comparison 




worthiness as opposed to the comparison-dependent origins of self-esteem.  In relation to 
this convergent finding, when one’s sense of athletic worth and belonging are not 
conditional to peer-based comparison or strict outcome success, resilience to shame 
becomes more accessible since mistakes or failures are not perceived as threats to one’s 
inherent worthiness.  While future research is necessary to further investigate the 
development and underlying mechanisms of self-compassionate responses to shame in 
sport, this study’s third synthesized finding presents a starting point for the promise of 
this intrapersonal shame-coping strategy. 
Divergent Findings for the Experience of Shame and Shame-Coping in Sport 
 Through the data merging phase, one divergent finding emerged between the 
quantitative and qualitative datasets, which might further understanding of shame-coping 
in US college sport.  This divergent finding, Interpersonal Support fosters Intrapersonal 
Shame-Coping in Sport, is a result represented largely from the qualitative dataset with 
no statistically significant support from the quantitative arm.  Though this finding is 
categorized as divergent, it is more complementary in nature as it expands upon the lack 
of conclusive quantitative results related to ecological factors influencing shame and 
shame-coping in sport for participants through corresponding qualitative results.  A full 
description of this divergent finding and connection to relevant literature will be 
discussed in the following sections.   
Interpersonal Support fosters Intrapersonal Shame-Coping in Sport 
 While the third hypothesis of this study was unsupported by quantitative results 




based shame), interpersonal subthemes for shame-coping including task/mastery team 
climate, situational feedback, and accurate empathy from others that emerged from the 
qualitative arm of this study seemed to foster intrapersonal shame-coping for college 
student-athletes.  First, as shared by multiple participants, when effort and skill 
development were valued above outcome results through a task/mastery team climate, 
these student-athletes reported an ability to internalize such task or mastery-oriented 
definitions of success, reducing proneness to shame following perceived setbacks, 
mistakes, or failures.  As shared by one student-athlete, she and her coach, “kind of 
decided to try and measure my success, not based on like actual success on the field, but 
on like effort” following an underperformance in competition.  Therefore, this student-
athlete perceived with the support of her coach, “if I went in, and gave a hundred percent, 
like that would be like a hundred-percent successful practice” for future competitive 
opportunities.  Only Fontana and Fry’s (2017) correlational study of adult recreational 
athletes has supported a potential association between shame and team motivational 
climate, reporting a statistically significant positive correlation between ego team climate 
and sport-based shame.  Despite this lack of empirical exploration, extensive research on 
team motivational climates within sport and exercise psychology has revealed similar 
correlates to sport-based shame within ego team climates, specifically negative affect, 
amotivation, perfectionism, and maladaptive strategy use (Harwood et al., 2015). 
 Situational feedback was categorized as another interpersonal factor to shame-
coping from the qualitative arm of this study that might further elucidate how ecological 




that coach or teammate feedback immediately following a potential shame-inducing 
event in their sport either helped to assuage or to exacerbate its psychosocial impact.  For 
example, one student-athlete described the benefits of hearing that her loss of a starting 
position was not “a punishment” following a poor performance, and not based on 
“because we lost.”  This situational feedback communicated both an awareness of the 
student-athlete’s potential shame response (i.e., ‘I am failure and deserve to be 
punished’), as well as de-emphasized ego-based team values (i.e., ‘my worth and 
belonging are based on winning’).  In contrast to this student-athlete’s experience of 
adaptive situational feedback, multiple participants described unhelpful feedback from 
coaches or teammates following perceived mistakes, setbacks, or failures in performance.  
As generalized by one student-athlete, “people should read about their players and know 
which ones to drill in to and which ones they need to let be hard on themselves.”  While 
the transactional benefits of situational feedback may be contextually dependent upon a 
numerous intrapersonal (e.g., level of self-criticism, perfectionism) and interpersonal 
factors (e.g., coach-athlete relationship), it appears that feedback from others supporting a 
task/mastery climate might help prevent a propensity towards shame following sport 
mistakes, setbacks, or failures.  Though no study has explored the role of feedback in 
sport towards shame proneness, experimental research with youth soccer players (Moles, 
2018) found that athletes receiving mastery-oriented feedback performed significantly 
better than those receiving ego-oriented feedback.  
 Accurate empathy from others represents the final subtheme that participants 




arm of this study.  Following perceived failures in sport, student-athletes described 
multiple interactions with teammates, coaches, or family that validated their emotional 
distress and helped re-establish a sense of value and belonging.  Following such 
empathetically supportive conversations with her coach and close teammates after a 
mistake in performance, one student-athletes expressed this intrapersonal 
acknowledgement of her worth and acceptance: “you can see that or know that people 
value you on this team. When they look at you, they're not gonna see (SA1) who missed 
the penalty kick one time. They're gonna see (SA1)...who means a lot to us.”  Consistent 
with Brown’s (2006) shame resilience theory (SRT), shame can no longer exist in the 
presence of empathy, the ability to “see, hear, and feel the unique world” of another (p. 
47).  Aligned with Miller & Stiver’s (1997) relational-cultural theory (RCT), through 
empathic understanding from others, people are able to restore their sense of value and 
connection, the opposite of shame’s aims, which are to condemn and alienate.  In contrast 
to accurate empathy from others, many student-athletes described that empty platitudes 
from others (e.g., “‘Oh, it's gonna be okay. Keep your head up. It’s fine’” as one student-
athlete shared) were not conducive to shame-coping as these gestures did not accurately 
validate the emotional pain of these events.  Lorimer and Jowett’s seminal work 
investigating empathic accuracy in sport coaches (e.g., Lorimer & Jowett, 2009; Lorimer, 
2013) supports this study’s divergent finding that accurate empathy from coaches might 
foster improved performance for athletes and higher quality coach-athlete relationships, 
through athlete-centered feedback. 




facilitate future intrapersonal self-compassionate responses to shame for participants in 
this study.  For instance, one student-athlete described the benefits of empathic 
understanding from his assistant and head coaches “as the first ones to push back on me” 
in his sport career when he would be overly self-critical following underperformances 
during the start of his freshman year.  As shown in the results, a coach’s accurate 
empathy can facilitate the student-athlete’s sense of self-compassion in the face of 
perceived failure. 
 Related to the therapeutic underpinnings of compassion-focused therapy (CFT; 
Gilbert, 2005, 2009, 2010), adopting an internal compassionate working model (i.e., inner 
compassionate coach) through the display from others might help facilitate intrapersonal 
shame-coping in sport.  To date, one study has investigated the development of self-
compassion in sport finding that female college athletes high in self-reported self-
compassion contributed their development of this intrapersonal coping resource through 
the help of parents, self-awareness, and learning from others (e.g., peers, siblings, 
coaches, sport psychologists).  In all, this divergent finding proposes an important link 
between student-athletes’ environment and their inner development of shame resilience in 
sport.  Clearly, future research will benefit from better understanding the ecological 
factors that influence this internalization and practice of intrapersonal shame-coping 
strategies for participants of sport. 
Theoretical and Scholarly Contribution of Findings 
 In accordance with approaches to critical reflection in learning, so what?  What is 




knowledge, this investigation is the first to explore shame-coping with college student-
athletes, as well as the first mixed methods investigation of sport-based shame and shame 
resilience in sport overall.  Only one other study within Norwegian elite soccer players 
has inductively researched the process of shame-coping in sport (Hofseth et al., 2016). 
Convergent findings from this study found that sport-based shame might negatively 
impact competence in sport and overall sport experience.  Also, this project is one of the 
few studies in sport to explore self-compassion as a coping response to adverse events 
with participants who compete in men’s sports (Cote, 2019; Cote et al., 2019).  
Convergent findings from this study support the benefit self-compassion as an adaptive 
shame-coping strategy, regardless of gender.  These findings present a contrast to the 
perceived roadblocks to applying self-compassion in the hypermasculine context of sport.  
Lastly, the inductive-dominant divergent finding from this study revealed the 
interpersonal benefit of adaptive ecological factors (task/mastery team climate, contextual 
feedback, and accurate empathy) towards intrapersonal shame-coping (including self-
compassion).  The role of team motivational climate, motivational-oriented feedback, 
empathic accuracy from others in the sport environment, and the development of self-
compassion in sport remain understudied in sport and performance psychology, and this 
study hopes to promote future empirical investigation that better capture the transactional 
ecological picture of shame resilience in sport.  
 In addition to contributions based on synthesized results, to this author’s 
knowledge this study is the first to use Brown’s (2006) shame resilience theory (SRT), 




psycho-socio-cultural antecedents and consequences of shame in sport and the 
psychosocial mechanisms of shame resilience in sport.  Correspondingly, inductive 
findings revealed the importance of sociocultural factors to shame experiences in sport, 
including shame-prone socialization within family units or previous sport team 
experiences.  This theoretical frame and subsequent results hopes to support Ryba’s 
(2017) call to further investigate the role and impact of culture in sport participant’s lives.  
Also, this study’s discussion of Coakley’s (2016) performance ethic as a macrolevel 
social norm in US organized sport might also support future critical awareness of the role 
of culture in sport and performance psychology.  Given the convergent findings, which 
revealed the negative impact of the performance ethic towards sport-based shame when 
internalized, it may be important to ‘call out’ and continue to investigate the pernicious 
power of this seemingly invisible belief system within sport and psychology research.  
While contributions must be understood in context with study limitations, convergent 
findings and theoretical advances from this study hope to further the vastly understudied 
phenomenon of shame and shame-coping in sport. 
Now What? A Return to Eli 
 From ‘so what?’ to ‘now what?,’ it is essential to recognize the potential impact 
of shame resilience research for college student-athletes.  As graciously shared by the 
forty participants of this study, each individual’s lived experience is a lesson in how to 
respond when participants in sport inevitably face feeling ‘not enough.’  Based on their 
lessons, how can this study help others?  Let’s return to Eli for a case example.  How 




proneness to sport-based shame in college sport? 
 In the spirit of this study’s opening invitation, every sport participant or consumer 
is susceptible to the deleterious false promises of performance ethic.  Therefore, it is 
important to start with an empathetic and compassionate stance for Eli’s family, coach, 
teammates, and academic advisor, to better support Eli’s resilience to shame at the center 
of this system.  As the first person in his family to attend college, the financial resources 
and social capital benefits from Eli’s athletic scholarship cannot be ignored.  Despite the 
reality of this pressure to succeed athletically, it is essential that the caring adults in Eli’s 
sport environment foster a sense of value and belonging independent of the weekly stat 
sheet.  Conversations between his academic advisor, coach, and family centering on the 
importance of academic encouragement and exploration of meaningful social identities 
prior to and during his transition to college might be a protective measure against athletic 
identity foreclosure, and a sense of self-worth conditional to the scoreboard.  
Additionally, creating time for dialogue that includes empathic accuracy and validation of 
the normative struggles Eli might face during this transition would be important so that 
he can access that same inner empathy or self-compassion when he deals with expected 
mistakes or setbacks in his athletic performance.   
 Within his athletic department, administrators, staff, coaches, and elected leaders 
from Eli’s football team could work together to enact espoused values that reinforce a 
mastery-oriented motivational climate celebrating the non-athletic identities of each 
member.  Failures and slumps in performance could be characterized as normative rather 




learn from these adverse experiences while maintaining a sense of worth and connection 
to the team.  Through these environmental resources and supportive relationships, Eli 
might not fear shame or embarrassment to the heightened level as he did in the previous 
example from Chapter One.  His eventual trust in his value and sense of belonging on the 
team and outside of his sport might allow him to be more vulnerable and take risks, 
leading to further growth and development than under the previously paralyzing 
expectations of the performance ethic.  Though challenging and grueling, it is with hope 
for this future that Eli remembers a college sport career that always brings a smile to his 
face.  A career distinguished by an internal sense of efficacy and empowerment, and 
marked by lasting, enriching relationships.   
 In revisiting with Eli, you might have noticed some doubt creep in and diminish 
the feasibility of this shame resilient reality.  That doubt is normal.  The performance 
ethic will always creep in with biting incredulity towards any view of sport that undercuts 
its outcome-above-all-else value system.  But if that doubt leads to stagnation and 
appeasement to this status quo, the cost might be too great for Eli and college student-
athletes like him.  In response, the following section will discuss practical implications 
related to shame and shame-coping in US college athletics. 
	  
Practical Implications 
 As advanced by Gervais (2018) in an interview with Brené Brown discussing the 
performance psychological benefits of her work, “we want to front load rising” by 
“creating environments where people can be who they are authentically are,” even when 




sport.  Creating environments in college sport that are shame resilient will require the 
multidisciplinary collaboration of stakeholders, administrators, staff, psychologists, 
medical providers, coaches, and student-athletes so that each member is ready to ‘rise’ in 
the face of adverse, shame-inducing events in sport.  Framed by Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems model (1979), practical implications will be discussed starting at the 
intrapersonal level (i.e., individual college student-athlete) then to the microlevel (i.e., 
relationships within the student-athlete’s sport environment) and finally to the exo- and 
macrolevel (i.e., institutional practices in US college sport and sociocultural values in 
Western organized sport).   
Practical Recommendations to Support the Individual Student-Athlete 
 Given current study findings and additional support from the applied sport 
psychology literature, generating self-compassion as a response to perceived failures, 
setbacks, or mistakes in sport might be a beneficial applied intervention to assist with 
shame-coping for college student-athletes.  Currently, one intervention within sport, 
Mindfulness Meditation for Sport 2.0 (MMTS 2.0; Baltzell & Summers, 2018) has 
adopted exercises from the Mindful Self-Compassion program (MSC; Neff & Germer, 
2013) and Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT; Gilbert, 2009b), to help athletes’ cope 
with debilitating thoughts and emotions prior to, during, or after performance.  If student-
athletes are unable to formally participate in the MMTS 2.0, they can follow Batzell and 
Summers’ (2018) training manual independently.  Outside of sport-adopted, self-guided 
interventions, Neff provides self-compassionate exercises and meditations that can be 




compassion.org/category/exercises/).  Additionally, Neff and Germer’s (2018) mindful 
self-compassion workbook provides another individual resource for student-athletes to 
begin to cultivate the skill of self-compassion in response to potential shame-inducing 
events in their sport. 
 Since maladaptive perfectionism has been associated with sport-based shame in 
this study and shame in the general literature, it may be important for student-athletes to 
become more aware of the shame-prone costs of perfectionism and develop a more 
balanced approach to athletic striving.  Brown’s (2010) work on perfectionism provides 
exercises and content that can be adapted to student-athlete’s experiences in support of 
overall shame resilience.  In addition, Brown’s (2009) shame resilience curriculum is one 
more avenue of intervention level though student-athletes and teams can only access this 
12-session training experience through the guidance of a certified trainer. 
 Lastly, interpersonal support has been shown to facilitate intrapersonal shame 
resilience.  College student-athletes are encouraged to identify sources of social support 
that value who they are as people first, independent of their athletic success.  These 
sources may include family, friends outside of the sport, teammates, or mentors.  In fact, 
this study’s findings supported the notion that relationships outside of one’s sport can be 
particularly helpful to re-establish and maintain a sense of worth and belonging outside of 
the sport outcome.  These identified sources of social support can be proactively reached 
out to prior to identified challenges in student-athletes’ experience or reactively following 




Practical Recommendations at the Microlevel 
 Similar to the intrapersonal level, practical recommendations for shame resilience 
at the microlevel center on creating a sense of worth and belonging for student-athletes, 
yet they are enacted through growth-fostering relationships.  At the core of these 
relationships with coaches, teammates, family members, or peers must exist an empathic 
accuracy in order to dissolve the Debilitating impact of shame experiences and foster 
resilience for student-athletes.  Empathy is a skill that can be taught though to this 
author’s knowledge no formal intervention currently exists within sport and performance 
psychology to promote this skill at the interpersonal level.  Practically, empathy at the 
microlevel can be enhanced through active listening (Rogers & Farson, 1957, 1984), an 
interpersonal attending skill derived from person-centered counseling, and contextual 
feedback that serves to message student-athlete’s inherent worthiness and belonging 
separate from outcome success.    
 Aligned with this study’s findings and other investigations of the development 
self-compassion in sport (Ingstrup et al., 2017), contextual feedback that mirrors the three 
facets of self-compassion might help student-athletes internalize this adaptive coping 
response to shame.  In this way, important sources of support in the student-athletes’ 
microsystem model the mindful awareness (e.g., “it’s really painful to lose when you 
work so hard”), common humanity (e.g., “you’re not alone – everyone goes through these 
challenges”), and kindness (e.g., “I’m here for you”) found in self-compassion.  Lastly, as 
aligned with athlete-centered coaching and mindfulness mentoring strategies in positive 




asking permission from student-athletes about their readiness to talk following a potential 
shame-inducing event.  Family members, coaches, and teammates might foster shame 
resilience by having explicit conversations before and after adverse sport events to clarify 
what type of feedback is helpful for student-athletes in these vulnerable moments. 
 At the team motivational level, athletic departments and coaches that stress task 
or mastery-oriented values might prevent shame proneness for their student-athletes.  
Creating rituals within or following practices or competition that explicitly reward effort 
and risk-taking towards skill development might reinforce student-athlete worth 
independent of outcome results.  Congruently, cultivating a sense of psychological safety 
(Edmondson, 1999) on college athletic teams is an important practical consideration for 
coaches and athletic department administrators.  When clear and valued roles are 
established (similar to a mastery oriented climate) and strong, trusting relationships 
between team members exist, student-athletes may be less prone to shame and more 
likely to take adaptive risks towards performance excellence and an overall sense of 
efficacy and accomplishment.  Consistent with Jowett’s (2017) emphasis on the quality 
of the coach-athlete relationship to facilitate satisfaction, skill development, or outcome 
success in sport, relationships matter.  Coaches coach their sport through student-athletes 
and not on student-athletes.  Intentional time allocation from coaches to cultivate these 
relationships will help foster psychological safety and shame resilience for college 
student-athletes. 
 Lastly, every participant at the microlevel may require support towards shame 




in the intrapersonal recommendations may be helpful for coaches, family members, and 
athletic department staff alike.  In addition, the training and expertise of sport 
psychologists make them ideal candidates to support the well-being and shame resilience 
of each member of the student-athlete’s system, particularly if they are well embedded 
within a team culture or athletic department environment.  Sport psychologists can 
provide systems-level care through prevention efforts, brief interventions, and formal 
interventions across members of the microsystem level. 
Practical Recommendations at the Exo- and Macrolevel 
 Given the potential pervasiveness of the performance ethic (Coakley, 2016), what 
can be done at the exo- and macrolevels?  First, at the exolevel, NCAA institutions can 
incorporate practices that promote student-athletes wellness and resilience to shame in 
sport.  Recently outlined best practices across college athletic departments (Brown, 
Hainline, Kroshus, & Wilfert, 2014) include ways each stakeholder in the environment 
(i.e., student-athletes, student-athlete leaders, coaches, faculty representatives, athletics 
staff, sport psychology staff) can facilitate health-promoting environments.  One such 
prevention effort is mental health screening across student-athlete participants.  Given 
shame proneness is correlated with clinical depression (e.g., Cheung et al., 2004), mental 
health screening of college student-athletes might provide one avenue to identify 
individuals susceptible to shame proneness and in potential need of additional sport 
psychological and/or psychiatric support. 
 Lastly, macrolevel practical recommendations are necessary given this study’s 




the performance ethic towards the advancement of humanistic sport programs and 
institutions centered on a positive youth development (Lombardo, 1987; McCarthy, 
Bergholz, & Bartlett, 2016; United Nations Office on Sport for Development and Peace, 
2015).  As summarized by Coakley (2016), the philosophical split between the 
educational missions of universities the practices of their athletic departments propelled 
by commercial needs and the performance ethic will continue without independent 
monitoring of NCAA practices.  The ‘race to nowhere’ falsely promised by privatized 
youth sport programs (i.e., outcome success in youth sport leads to social status and 
college matriculation) represents another starting point to disrupt the performance ethic at 
the macrolevel.  Schools and communities can support pleasure and participation models 
of sport that value lifelong autonomy, health, and engagement, which might foster a 
contrast to the power and performance models that dominant at the college level.  Is there 
a way to challenge the performance ethic within US college sport without rebuilding the 
entire system?  As encouraged by Coakley (2016), supporting college student-athletes as 
the change agents in this system impacted by the performance ethic represents one way to 
critically examine US college athletics and support not only shame resilience but also the 
holistic well-being of these important stakeholders at the center. 
Study Limitations  
 As with any study, empirical findings must be understood within the context of its 
epistemological and methodological limitations.  Limits to this mixed methods study’s 
findings will be discussed using Teddlie and Tashakkori’s (2008) and Onwuegbuzie and 




chosen to categorize rigor in methodological design, analysis, and interpretation in mixed 
methods research, as opposed to validity within strictly quantitative research and 
trustworthiness within strictly qualitative research.  Though Chapter Four and Chapter 
Five included discussions to ensure rigor within both arms of this study, threats to quality 
in the synthesized results of both arms will be discussed below. 
 First, there is a mismatch between samples from the quantitative and qualitative 
arm, impacting the quality of convergent findings.  Combined with this sampling 
integration threat, selection bias might exist for both the quantitative samples and 
qualitative samples.  For instance, convenient and snowball sampling might have 
attracted participants who are more willing to share their experiences of shame resilience 
in sport, thereby not capturing shame and shame-coping representing the greater 
population of US college student-athletes.  Second, a sequential threat to quality exists 
since participants completed the quantitative survey prior to the qualitative interview, 
which not only might have biased selection but also data quality in the qualitative arm.  
For example, participants’ inductive experiences of shame and shame-coping in sport 
might have been primed or altered by the quantitative arm.  Third, the majority of 
participants were out-of-season or no longer competing in their sport, which indicates 
potential retrospective bias in both quantitative and qualitative reporting.  Efforts to 
enhance quality in findings that have been previously mentioned included test reliability 
and validity for psychometric measures as well as triangulation and bracketing for the 
qualitative arm.   




correlational and regression analyses from the quantitative arm and one-time, 
retrospective semi-structured interviews.  Therefore, study findings represent associations 
or patterns between constructs, and causation cannot be inferred.  In addition, the sample 
demographics of this study limit its generalizability and transferability.  In particular, the 
majority of participants identified as White (non-Hispanic), attended college in the 
Northeast region of the US, and competed in either soccer or swimming at the Division 3 
level.  Though there were no group level differences in constructs based on quantitative 
analysis, findings provide initial exploratory results that are not representative of the 
greater US college student-athlete population. 
Future Directions 
 As argued by Partridge and Elison (2010) and re-affirmed nearly ten years later 
by Ryall (2019), shame remains largely understudied in sport, especially within US 
college athletics.  Since shame in sport remains in its infancy stages, future exploration of 
shame from a pragmatist, mixed methods perspective might further understanding of 
shame and shame resilience in college sport.  First, larger sample sizes from more 
demographically diverse participant pools (e.g., NCAA division level, race, sport) will 
enhance the generalizability and transferability of overall findings.  In addition, event 
analysis of shame resilience through a temporal perspective might enhance the 
transferability and practical applicability of findings. 
 Another future research effort in the exploration of shame in college sport could 
be an exploratory sequential design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).  Similar to Hofseth 




the development of self-compassion in female college athletes, sport-based shame 
measures could lead to the selection of participants high in shame and participants low in 
shame for a subsequent qualitative investigation.  Ensuing interview data analysis 
comparing groups high in sport-based shame with groups low in sport-based shame might 
further illuminate intrapersonal and interpersonal factors of shame and shame-coping in 
sport. 
 Given the call from stakeholders in sport and performance psychology to develop 
more psychoemotional theories of performance contextualized within sport (Aoyagi et 
al., 2012), developing a grounded theory of shame resilience in sport, as Brown (2006) 
conducted within general populations, would be essential towards theoretical 
advancement and potential interventions.  Once data saturates towards a grounded theory, 
this model of shame resilience can be tested with future research, upon which sport-based 
interventions for shame resilience can be extrapolated and developed for additional 
applied research using RCT design.   
 Due to a lack of conclusive findings from the quantitative arm in this study, 
particularly regarding identity and environmental factors, future correlational research 
will benefit from larger sample sizes that focus their investigations using psychometric 
measures conceptually compatible with the experience of shame in sport (e.g., athletic 
identity, task motivational climate).  Though these quantitative explorations of shame and 
shame resilience might provide future empirical avenues, as Brown (2006) suggests, 
shame is person- and context-specific, rendering quantitative analysis involving shame 




complex and dynamic nature of shame, this author agrees with Brown (2006) and 
encourages future researchers to explore shame and shame resilience in sport through 
qualitative or inductive-dominant designs.  Throughout these future efforts, it will be 
essential for researchers to adopt, develop, and disseminate interviewer characteristics 
and skills (i.e., researcher-as-instrument) that facilitate participants’ disclosure of 
potentially sensitive shame experiences in sport.  The use of focus groups in qualitative 
data collection might be another adaptation in future research design to prevent 
deleterious effects of interviewer disclosure and indirectly provide some therapeutic 
benefit to participants [i.e., ‘speaking shame’ as a shame-coping strategy in Brown’s 
(2006) SRT].   
 Lastly, it is this author’s hope that this line of research will contribute to a 
growing applied research agenda within the field of sport and performance psychology 
centered on the potentially adaptive role of vulnerability in sport (Haggländ, Kenttä, 
Thelwell, & Wagstaff, 2019; Marshall, 2018; Uphill & Hemmings, 2017).  When athletic 
environments are structured to strengthen shame resilience and allow for vulnerability, 
risk taking towards performance excellence and optimal experiences may be more 
possible for participants of sport. 
Chapter Summary 
 Well, we made it.  In the spirit of the opening invitation, I hope you the reader 
benefited from the stories you read and the findings shared to promote a sense of 
worthiness and belonging in the world of US college sport.  Despite the noted limitations 




this study revealed the following convergent findings: (1) sport-based shame may 
negatively impact sport competence and experience, (2) the internalization of the 
performance ethic may lead to sport-based shame, and (3) self-compassion may represent 
an intrapersonal shame-coping strategy for sport-based shame.  In addition, one 
qualitative-dominant divergent finding revealed that interpersonal support (empathic 
accuracy, situational feedback, and task/mastery team climates) might lead to 
intrapersonal shame resilience for college student-athletes.  Though generalizability and 
transferability of findings is greatly limited by methodological design, sample size, and 
sample demographics, to this author’s knowledge, this study is the first mixed methods 
exploration of shame and shame-coping in US college sport.  Given the potential negative 
correlates of ‘not enough’ experiences in sport (e.g., ill-being, burnout, dropout) and the 
pervasiveness of outcome-based sociocultural expectations enacted within sport, it is 
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Boston University  
 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 
 
Title of Project: Reactions to Setbacks in College Sport 
Principal Investigator: Robert Diehl, MA 
Research Study Staff/Faculty Advisor: Amy Baltzell, Ed.D. 
 
Study Background and Purpose 
You are being invited to participate in a research study, which will contribute to our understanding of how 
college athletes deal with adversity in their sport.  Student researcher Robert Diehl will conduct this study 
for the purposes of his dissertation research under the advisement of faculty advisor, Dr. Amy Baltzell. 
 
If you choose to participate, your participation will consist of: 
a) Completing 1 secure online survey that will ask you questions about your experience of your sport 
and what resources and barriers support your resilience in your sport.  The survey will last about 




b) Completing 1 phone/Skype (or similar technology) interview in which you will be asked to 
describe your experiences before, during, and after events in your sport that highlight how you’ve 
experienced and dealt with adversity. The interview will last about 45 minutes.   
 
What Happens in this Research Study 
You will participate in 1 secure online survey (~10-15 minutes), and/or 1 interview (~45 minutes) via 
phone/Skype. The secure online survey can be completed at any time that is convenient to you. The 
interviews will be scheduled in advance, at times convenient to you. 
 
With your permission, the interviews will be audio-taped so that they can be transcribed for analysis. No 
one except the principal investigators and a professional transcriber will listen to the audio file. If you give 
permission for audio-taping, you may ask to have the tape recorder turned off at any point in the interview, 
if the discussion is covering material that you would prefer not be recorded. 
 
Agreeing to the audio-taping is optional (not required).  You can still take part in the study even if you 
don’t agree to the audiotaping. 
 
Risks 
The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information is a potential loss of privacy.  We will 
protect your privacy by labeling your study information with a study ID and keeping the master code on a 
secured flash drive.  However, should any information contained in this study be the subject of a court 
order or lawful subpoena, Boston University might not be able to avoid compliance with the order or	  
subpoena. For purposes of quality improvement and safety, the Institute Review Board may review your 





You will be entered into a raffle for an online $50 Amazon gift card for completion of the survey.  For 
participants who choose to complete an interview, you will automatically receive a $25 Amazon gift card 
after completion of the interview. 
 
Benefits 
There are no other significant benefits to you from taking part in this research study although some people 
find it interesting and even useful to have an opportunity to reflect on their experiences. In addition, with 
your help I hope to extract lessons that can be applied to other athletes, performers, coaches, and 
administrators to support their resilience and ability to cope with challenges in their sport or performance.  
 
Costs 
There are no known costs to you for participating in this research study except for your time.  
 
Confidentiality 
All survey data, notes, recordings, and transcripts from interviews will be confidential, kept only by the 
research team and stored in a password-protected computer accessible only to the principal investigator. All 
survey data, notes, recordings, and transcripts will be identified by a unique study ID, which will be linked 
to your name only via a master code. Access to the master code will be limited to the Principal Investigator 
only and will be stored on a secured flash drive, separate from the study data and kept in a locked cabinet in 
a locked office.  
 
Your data may be used in publications or presentations. However, the information will not include any 
personal information that will allow you to be identified.  
 
Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and photocopied by the sponsor, the 
institution, and by regulators responsible for research oversight such as the Office of Human Research 
Protections and the Boston University Institutional Review Board.  
 
Voluntary Participation 
Taking part in this research is voluntary. You have a right to refuse to take part in this study. If you decide 
to be in this study you can refuse to answer any question if you wish. If you decide to be in this study and 
then change your mind, you can withdraw from the research. Refusal to participate will not involve any 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
 
The investigator may decide to stop your participation in the study without your consent. This might 
happen if you are not able to attend the scheduled interview or if he decides to stop the study.  
 
Contacts 
If you have questions regarding this research either now or at any time in the future, please contact student 
researcher, Robert Diehl at E-mail: radiehl@bu.edu or Tel: (203) 984-2781, or Faculty Advisor, Dr. Amy 
Baltzell can be contacted at E-mail: baltzell@bu.edu or Tel: (617) 358-1080. 
 
You may obtain further information about your rights as a research participant by contacting the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at (617) 358-6115 or irb@bu.edu.     
 
 
Statement of Consent 
Reactions to Setbacks in College Sport 
 
I have read and understood the foregoing descriptions of the study, Reactions to Setbacks in College Sport. 




agree to participate in this study, and I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time. I have 
received a copy of this consent form. 
 
  Yes, I agree to the above statement of consent and am ready to begin the online survey. 
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I am a doctoral student at Boston University and am conducting a research study of how 
college student-athletes bounce back from challenges in their sport. I am wondering if 
you have one or more student-athlete(s)/team(s) who are currently competing or have 
competed within the past 5 years (alumni of your program) and would be willing to 
participate in this study.  
 
As a former college athlete and coach, and current Ph.D. student studying sport 
psychology, I am interested in what facilitates or prevents college athletes from bouncing 
back from setbacks or mistakes in their sport – a challenge I feel we are always faced 
with in the sport experience.  I think other student-athletes/coaches/sport psychology 
professionals/administrators can learn a lot from the resilience of college athletes so I am 
hoping to send a survey and/or talk to your student-athlete(s)/team(s) about their 
experience (by phone or Skype at any time that is convenient for them).  The online 
survey is estimated to take 10–15 minutes and the interviews will last 30-60 minutes.  
There is no cost involved in this.  
 
In the past, I have worked with college athletes and coaches from various team sports, 
Olympic athletes, and athletes in adventure sports to learn how they train and perform at 
their best and remain resilient to challenges. Now I am looking to learn further from 
college student-athletes precisely because they do what many people outside of sport 




My goal is to publish a rigorous scientific study that could be informative to any athlete, 
performer, or team hoping to learn how to improve their resilience to setbacks or 
mistakes in sport.  
Some student-athlete(s)/team(s) perform better when they reflect on their experience, so 
reflecting on how student-athletes bounce back from past challenges in an interview or 
survey may help your student-athlete(s)/teams get the most from their current sport 
experience. And, having the process of resilience studied might also help student-
athlete(s)/teams understand more explicitly what they already know intuitively. 
Lastly, I will share the results of this study as they may be helpful to 
coaches/administrators/sport psychology professionals so that you can continue to 







All data will be kept confidential.  
 
If you are interested 
 
If you are interested and would be willing to forward a recruitment email directly to your 
student-athlete(s)/team(s), reply to this email (radiehl@bu.edu) and I can answer any 
further questions you might have.  In addition, I have attached a flyer to this email and a 
link to the study website at https://sites.google.com/bu.edu/bouncing-back-in-sport-
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Thanks for your interest in our study learning about the resilience of college athletes! As 
I mentioned in the previous email, please forward the below recruiting email to your 
athletes.  I am excited to hear about their experiences and I thank you very much for 
helping us all learn more about how to help college student-athletes bounce back from 
challenges.  At the conclusion of the study, I will share the results of this study as they 
may be helpful to coaches/administrators/sport psychology professionals so that you can 
continue to support your athletes as best you can. 
 
If you have any further questions, please reply to this email (radiehl@bu.edu) and I will 























APPENDIX E: RECRUITMENT EMAIL #3 
Hello _____ student-athletes: 
 
I am a doctoral student at Boston University and am conducting a research study of how 
college student-athletes bounce back from challenges in their sport.  I am wondering if 
you would be willing to participate in this study.  I am excited to hear about your 
experiences! 
 
As a former college athlete, I have the utmost respect for the challenges you take on 
every day of your sport experience – so many people have a lot to learn from you!  To 
learn more about resilience in your sport experience, I am hoping you would be willing to 
complete a survey and/or agree to be interviewed (by phone or Skype at any time that is 
convenient for you).  
 
Also, because this is a scientific study, overseen by my university, I follow strict 
guidelines about how I conduct the research, maintain confidentiality, and keep data 
secure.  I am attaching here a form that outlines how I do all that and what you can expect 
from me.  You don’t need to sign this but do please read it over to make sure you feel 




My goal is to publish a rigorous scientific study that could be informative to any athlete, 
performer, or team hoping to learn how to improve their resilience to setbacks or 
mistakes in sport.  
Some student-athletes perform better when they reflect on their experience, so reflecting 
on how you bounce back from past challenges in an interview or survey may help you get 
the most from their current sport experience.  
Lastly, I will share the results of this study with you as they may help you continue to be 
the best athlete you can. 
 
If you are willing to take 20-30 minutes of your time to complete the survey, please click 
on the secure link below:  
bouncing back from setbacks in sport 
 
Once you complete the survey, you will be entered into a raffle for a $50 Amazon gift 
card. 
 
Also, following the survey, you will be given the opportunity to schedule an interview to 
talk further about your experiences. Participants who complete the interview will 





Thanks again for your potential participation!  if you have any questions, I have attached 
a flyer to this email and a link to the study website at 
https://sites.google.com/bu.edu/bouncing-back-in-sport-study/home for further details 
about this project.  
 
Sincerely, 










Welcome!   
  
And thank you for your interest in this survey about resilience in sport.  Every student-
athlete deals with adversity and by learning about your strengths and responses to 
setbacks in your sport, we can help student-athletes like you continue to be resilient, 
overcome challenges, and maintain your competitive edge. 
 
Please read through the following consent form that details the study and your rights as a 
potential participant.  At the end of reading, you will have the option to opt-in (select 
“yes”) or opt-out (select “no”) of participating in this study. 
 
Key Points of Study Consent Form: 
 
- Taking part in this study is voluntary and you have the right to refuse to take part in this 
study. 
 
- If you choose to participate, your participation in this study will contribute to our 
understanding of how college athletes deal with adversity in their sport. 
 
- If you choose to participate, your participation will consist of completing 1 secure 
online survey (~10-15 minutes long) and the option to sign up for an interview (~45 
minutes) via phone/Skype at the completion of the survey. 
 
- All survey data, notes, recordings, and transcripts will be confidential and stored in a 
password-protected computer accessible only to the principal investigator.  
 
- The main risk of this study is a potential loss of privacy.  We will protect your privacy 
by labeling your study information with an alpha-numerical study ID and keeping the 
master code of these IDs on a secured flash drive in a locked cabinet within a locked 
office. 
 
- If you choose to complete the survey, you will be entered into a raffle for an online $50 
Amazon gift card. 
 
Please click here to access the full consent form.  
 
Note (the following note is not part of actual survey): The above is a live link to the full 
consent form in PDF format that pops up in a new window – please see below “Statement 




Statement of Consent 
Reactions to Setbacks in College Sport 
 
I have read and understood the foregoing descriptions of the study, Reactions to Setbacks 
in College Sport. I have asked for and received a satisfactory explanation of any language 
that I did not fully understand. I agree to participate in this study, and I understand that I 
may withdraw my consent at any time. I have received a copy of this consent form. 
 
☐ Yes, I agree to the above statement of consent and am ready to begin the online 
survey. 
 







Online Survey Items: 
 
NOTE: It should be noted that titles of each survey measure/subscale will not be 




For the following questions, feel free to leave any blank that you do not wish to 
answer. 
 
What is your current age? _________ 
 
Are you currently in season, out of season, or no longer competing in college sport? 
☐ In season  
☐ Out of season 
☐ No longer competing 
 
If participants select the third option above (“No longer competing”) they will receive 
the following prompt before moving on with the study: 
 
Please answer the following questions as if you were currently in your last competitive 
season in college (example: senior year of college if that was your last competitive year 
and year of eligibility). 
 
What sport do you compete in?  If you compete in more than one sport, what is the sport 
you most identify with?_________ 
 
Do you compete in a men’s sport(s), a women’s sport(s), or neither? 
☐ Women’s Sport(s) 
☐ Men’s Sport(s) 
☐ Neither 
 
What NCAA division level does your sport compete in?  
☐ Division 1 
☐ Division 2 
☐ Division 3 







How do you identify culturally? _________ 




☐ Native American 
☐ Pacific Islander 
☐ White (non-Hispanic) 
☐ Please describe if the above choices do not accurately describe you: ______ 
☐ Prefer not to answer 
 
Are you currently injured and unable to compete in your sport? 








Team Motivational Climate – Constructed measure adapting items from Perceived 
Motivational Climate in Sports Questionnaire (PMCSQ-2; Seifriz et al., 1992) with 
open-ended questions included. 
 
Please answer the following questions based on how you feel on your current team, 
or the most recent team you completed a competitive season with. 
 




2.  For the following two questions, please select the level that best indicates how you 
feel: 
 
 A.  When playing my sport, I feel most successful when I perform to the best of 
 my ability even if I don’t win.   
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
          (strongly disagree)                               (strongly agree) 
 
 B.  When playing my sport, I feel most successful when I beat other people. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
          (strongly disagree)                               (strongly agree) 
 
 







4.  For the following two questions, please select the level that best indicates how you 
feel about your current team: 
 
 A.  On this team, players help each other learn and get better. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
          (strongly disagree)                               (strongly agree) 
 
 
 B.  On this team, players are ‘psyched’ when they do better than their teammates 
 in a game or competition. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
          (strongly disagree)                               (strongly agree) 
 




6.  For the following two questions, please select the level that best indicates how you 
feel about your current team: 
 
 A.  On this team, the coach rewards players for improving their skills and trying 
their best. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
          (strongly disagree)                               (strongly agree) 
 
 
 B.  On this team, the coach punishes players when they make a mistake. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 







Self-Compassion Scale-Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes, Pommier, Neff, & Van Gucht, 
2011): 
 
HOW I TYPICALLY ACT TOWARDS MYSELF IN DIFFICULT TIMES IN MY 
SPORT: 
Please read each statement carefully before answering. To the left of each item, indicate 
how often you behave in the stated manner, using the following scale: 
 
  1  2  3  4   5 
     (almost never)                               (almost always) 
 
 
  1. When I fail at something important to me in my sport, I become consumed by 
feelings of inadequacy. 
 
  2. I try to be understanding and patient towards those aspects of my athletic 
identity I don’t like. 
 
  3. When something painful happens in my sport, I try to take a balanced view of 
the situation. 
 
  4. When I’m feeling down in my sport, I tend to feel like most other people in 
this sport are probably happier than I am. 
 
  5. I try to see my failings in my sport as part of the human condition (other 
athletes experience these failings). 
 
  6. When I’m going through a very hard time in my sport, I give myself the caring 
and tenderness I need. 
 
  7. When something upsets me in my sport, I try to keep my emotions in balance. 
 
  8. When I fail at something that’s important to me in my sport, I tend to feel alone 
in my failure. 
 






  10. When I feel inadequate in some way in my sport, I try to remind myself 
that feelings of inadequacy are shared by most people in this sport. 
 
  11. I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies in my 
sport. 
 







The following questions have been adopted from the Performance Failure Appraisal 
Inventory, fear of shame and embarrassment subscale (PFAI; Conroy, Willow, & 
Metzler, 2002) and the Multidimensional Inventory of Perfectionism in Sport 
(Stoeber, Otto, & Stoll, 2006): 
 
1.  When I am not succeeding, I am less valuable than when I succeed. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  
           Time) 
 
2.  When I am not succeeding, I get down on myself easily. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  
           Time) 
 
3.  When I am failing, it is embarrassing if others are there to see it. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  
           Time) 
 
4.  When I am failing, I believe that everybody knows that I’m failing. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  





5.  When I am failing, I believe that my doubters feel that they were right about me. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  
           Time) 
 
6.  When I am failing, I worry about what others think about me. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  
           Time) 
 
7.  When I am failing, I worry that others may think I am not trying. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
  (Do Not Believe     (Believe 50%                  (Believe  
           100%  
         At All)        of the Time)              of the  
           Time) 
 
8.  During competition, I want to do everything perfectly. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
             (very unlikely)                               (extremely  
          likely) 
 
9.  After competition, I am disappointed if my performance was not perfect. 
 
Circle one:  1  2  3  4   5 
             (very unlikely)                               (extremely  






Adapted from Athletic Identity – Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS; 
Brewer & Cornelius, 2001; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993): 
 
1.  Please rank the following parts of your life in order of importance from 1-3 (1 = most 






2.  Please rank the following parts of your life in order of what you spend most of your 
































Well-Being – Basic Needs Satisfaction in Sport Scale (Ng, Lonsdale, & Hodge, 2011) 
and Needs Frustration (Chen et al., 2015): 
 
Please refer to the following reference and author for the original instrument: 
 
Ng, J. Y. Y. (2008). The Basic Needs Satisfaction in Sport Scale: Instrument 
Development and Initial Validity Evidence. The Chinese University of Hong 








































Open-ended Greatest Sport Accomplishment 
 
Last question!  Thanks so much for your participation so far. 
 











































Online Survey Closing Message & Recruitment Statement for Interview: 
 
Thank you so much for your participation in this survey!  And thank you so much for 
helping us all learn more about how to help college student-athletes bounce back from 
challenges.   
 
You will now be entered into a raffle for a $50 Amazon gift card. 
 
If you with to schedule a time convenient to you for a follow-up interview about your 
experiences bouncing back from challenges in your sport, please click the link below to 
send me an automated message, which I will respond to as soon as possible.  You will 
automatically receive a $25 Amazon gift card for your participation following an 
interview. 
 
☐ Click here if you are interested in participating in a follow-up interview. 
 
If you do not wish to participate in a follow-up interview, you may exit from this screen 










APPENDIX G: ONLINE SURVEY 
Review consent form prior to start of interview and remind participant they can end the 
interview at any time with no penalty and any recorded data will be deleted. 
 
Introduction: 
I am really interested in understanding what allows athletes to bounce back or not from 
mistakes, setbacks, or failures in performance. There can be those times when it’s easier 
to bounce back and those times when a moment from practice or competition really eats 
away at us. I want you to think of a recent time in your sport when you experienced a 
mistake, setback, or failure in your performance that was really difficult to bounce back 
from. Can you think of a time in your sport that might fit this description and was hard 
to bounce back from? 
 
Once an event is identified, continue to the following questions: 
 
Event Analysis #1: 
1. Tell me about why you selected (this event)? (Probe for when and where event took 
place and who was involved) 
2. What were your expectations and the expectations from others (i.e., teammates, 
family, coaches) coming into (this event)? 
3. From the beginning almost as if I was able to re-experience it from your point of 
view, take me through what happened. 
a. What went through your head before, during, and after? (if a particular 
moment of the event seems salient) 
b. How did you perform after that (salient moment)? What did you do? 
4. What did you do right after (this event)? What helped? What didn’t help? 
5. What did you try to do after (this event) prior to your next performance? Did 
anything change? 
6. Looking back on (this event), what made (this event) so difficult to bounce back 
from? (Probe for how others, i.e., coach, teammates, family, friends, reacted) 
7. Looking back on (this event), what did you learn most about yourself in how you got 
through it? 
 
Event Analysis #2: 
Thank you. For this part of the interview, I want you to think of a recent time in your 
sport when you experienced a mistake, setback, or failure in your performance that was 
challenging, but you were able to bounce back well from it. Can you think of a time in 
your sport that might fit this description? 
 
 
Use questions 1-5 to explore this event, then move to the following questions: 
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